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IWAKE UP AT THE DAWN OF SPRING, 
AND HEAR THE BIRDS EVERYWHERE SING. 
‘AS SOUNDED THE WIND AND RAIN OVERNIGHT, 
1 WONDER HOW MANY BLOOMS ALIGHT. 

— MENG HAORAN 
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Like most ofthe worst things in Shen Qing Hf his problem started with dhe author o thi story. 

Every 40 often, the wife plot remnants frm PIDWs lasciviouy lengthy serialiaion would rear thelr Mae heads, and 
thie ine yas no different For example: wile plot Wy aaudden poisoning ofthe moat beloved Nawer of La Binghe's 
lovers Houguet a necessary popup to expel the sins ete ete and soon and So forth — i was all routine na Way at 
Shen Qing was lath 1 aden t. This ne, as the sliaty Hower in Lu Binghe's much seduced harem, Shen Quagais 
had bravely endured this latest plot and the heavenly pillar and had fervently prayed thatthe las pce of this parielar 
plo would no ll into pace 

Much to Shen Qiaggu' displeasure, wife plot Hg was falhfulyrereated, down tothe lst etal of some thisty litle 
reader's request of several unsavory elements (which Shen Qinggi ad heavily erstiqued i his paragraphs of replies in 
the trenches of that particular chapters comment section) ~ all except for one key deta This eslition, featuring Shen 
‘Qing had boon sesolved inthe litle bambou house un Cang Qiong Peal, where several tle disciples eluding ead 
diseple Ning Vig) had been walking past the window that Lue Bnghe had sworn up and dow he had elosed, and 
perhaps Shen Quai had been, ah, vocalieng a he louder than usual as forthe reason af being poisoned but Well 

‘And nos for completly unrelated reasons, Shen Qing had deeded 1a stayin the demon realm with Luo Binghe for 
the tine being to lt the equlllbsamn of Cang Qiong Peak return to agemal — or however normal a aalion-navelturned- 
[BL novel could become. The product of some stupid, hackneyed author's cused keyboard 


“Shang Qinghua" Shen Qingalu points hs fan at the man at ful erated beyond belie “im serious about tit When 
sie going to atop 

“Uhave no idea” Shang Qinghua yelps “I wrote PIDW, yea, but this al new to me too! Really sorry abou the last 
‘one br, didn ink the System would do you dint Like that — 


“This snot about wife plot #534.” Shen Qinggis says lly: Shang Qghua lifts an eyebrov: Shen Qingalu late at him. 
“This is about the Hequenes: This is supposed ta be beeween a whole harem’ wort of people, not just ane man — and 
wy does it have w he me?” 

“To be fl” Shang Qinghua says weakly. wisely avoiding the last question. “There were a couple that werent as bad? 
You could totally change the plotline by, believe in you" 

Shen Qing glares even more ferely at hie — instead of topping, though, Shang Qinghua tarts talling faster as 
there’ a Solution just waiting to burst out of hi, “Like uh. that one plotline, you know the oe, that was pute candy! 
Enough sugar to give you cave! forget, but t was defintely some kind of pastel eared flower, fom the aueera 


“ea You wrote thousand of plot device lowers in this novel, how is anyone supposed to know what thar one lower 
plotline’ means” 


‘Shen Qing waves is fan ly ashe ponders hs next move. kn the end he ust can't resist one upping 


“Wesdes”he sys loy, snapping his fan shut “The one you're talking about won't work If is supposed to full some 
dep and canest wish ike the oviginal one did, shen i'just as Uke dat 'm going to suller dhe same way” 


Shang logs’ expression turns smug, “Ob, so you do remember —* 


Wish startlingly quick reflexes, he manages to avoid the fan that Shen Qing hurls 
seeviude to Mabel jun, or something, 


him. Probably honed by years af 


"The fower that Shang Qinghua had mentioned though — Shen Qinggia doe indeed remember that poline Iwas 
considered in ine with ne of Aisplane’s mest overused topes delete pul Nower only blooming under the escent sliver 


taf the cold nother wiser dhstenth moon eee, posesng the ungue propery of beng able to grant one ofthe pnts 
‘most immediate wishes I asso physically deta to atleast goth plo device vara that had itrchangeable 
‘rng condiions — all wich daseally ferent se efecs of couse ~ ad was by fa the most brig ane ofall 


tn fc he lle wife that had een ited said Mayer hadnt even done anything interesting with kt Her deepest ost 
turgent wish had been for Luo Binghe to... ell twas a stallion novel: que selfexplanatory And laughably easy for 
Peerless Cucumber to tet apart, of course But the pain all tod — i was weak weting! A lazy exewse for feeding the 
masse! And worst of all: all dooming Shen Qingaf to yet another Alsplan fueled papaplot! 

Even as Shen Qingais explains all histo Shang Qh in inate detail dhe man has the nerve to sake his head, 
“No, bo, youre ust ooking at the wrong was: mea, that's just because that was PIDW. you know A& long as youre 
not consanily wanting that ina stuf, you should be good — T mean, no hard feelings that's what you rally wantin 
eight now 


Shang Qiaghus.” 
Oho," Shang Qinghua says, ptching his voice alte louder “VES, MY KING RIGHT AWAY ~ Sorry bo, gta go, 
great etching up =! 


Shen Qinggi opens his mouth to protest, ut between one moment and the next, a shadow sft yawns open between, 
hem. Shang Qinghua tumbles through ii a Mash, and chen both he and the Hit are gone 
Coward” Shen Qinggiu muters under his breath, Why did Shang Qinghua lack ou wth a demon king that could 
rescue hi fhm unwanted conversations, while Shen Qinggia had to dea with al the lowest dregs of the PIDW plot? It 
wa nf. 


shia” 
A voice dit ator the dreetio af the doo, 

accompanied bya gentle hnock, and Shen Qingala 

feels sel pecking up. He reves he earlier 

seouiments; maybe he did ave some inane plot 

eens to struggle ubrough every now and then, bu in the end 
‘Shen Qing clears his throat and suseptiously pats down his oes “You may ents” 


The dou slides open, and Luo Binge makes his way into the room. 


Shen Qinggi clears his throat, silently cursing dhe fact hat his fn is out oF each atthe moment. 

He sees tora gentle smile, aiding his hands. Ab, Bighe Is there someing this master ea do for 

your \ 
Li Binge shakes his head, hs eyes downeast I reminds Shen Qinggiu of his disciple’ white Lotus 

says ever the demure maiden ~Na i nothing just wanted to ell you that T have tobe ava tonight 

‘Some urgent matters came up suddenly” eK 
There's a small flare of discontent that Shen Qiagg quickly stomps down. “OF course. I suppose L don't 

have coell yout tay safe?” 
Asal sie finally eeyealstselfon Luo Binghes fice ashe ls his head, enough to melt Shen 

‘ings Neat into a puddle “Tl be safe Shizun I pease” 


The night passes uneventfully When Shea Qiagalu wakes, so the athe side athe bed as pristine as * 
le was ested Dh da’ spent with Shen Quigg wandeeing alongside Shang Qiaghua as hs companion, 
ickering over various upcoming peak lord responiiliies 

Even widin the temperature regulated halls of the palace, i somnchow unbearably hot today — some \ 
lnmportat demon tes request for visiting accommodations, as Shang Qinghua explains Shen Qing 
nods lang, mentally cursing yt nother Airplane plo hiccup to darken his da I's one ting for to be a 
Wife plot, but demon poles Truly abhorrent And how does it make ens, hat Luo Binghe's palace the 
tne 19 accommodate oer! Ie shouldbe the other way round, sanyting! 

Tested by this plot hole Shen Qing decides to retire to his quarters eal To his dspleasure, Kno 
cooler there than ts ou in public He briskly fans Mimselfan atempe vo ese the discomfort 

Shiu," he hears, and tens around wo see Luo Binghe inthe doorway, like something stright out ofthe top PIDW 


search results on L*r— lke the proper protagonist he Shen Qiaggis thinks in delight What excellent ming, be 
tick ar the same time! 


‘As Luo Binghe approaches Shen Qinggiu notes the strain in his expression asi nervously anticipating something, 
"Shin, im sorry im late have someting for jou" 


Shen Qinggi frowns, opening his mouth o reprimand his disciple, but Luo Biaghe unfuls his hands wo evel 
Shen Qinggi blinks 


es just a ower — plain white barely longer than the heart line running across Luo Binghe's palm Shen Qing 
marvels thatthe delicate looking petals at sl intact they looks agile, as fa gust of wind wl bruise ther. 


Lo Binghe takes another step closer He smells lik the col, like winty pine and snow; the urgent business he was 
sutendingto mast have been olf somewhere ia use north, near Mobet jus trary Hs hands ate war ashe kes hold 
laShes Qioggi's hand, transfers the delicate litle Mower toh. Ies ~ a for you, Shean 


Shen Qinggi. Okay, hel admit i Shen Qingai ls utterly charmed! How could he not be, tbe geceted by his 
Aiscpl wit such a gil! He nods, pleased, and smiles back at Luo Binghe. “Thank you, Binge” 

ao Binghe docsa't move. Shen Qinggl watches him ashe watches Shen Qinggis as io sntepat.. something? Is 
something supposed to be happening? Irthere i Shen Qinggi fa taal lass. "s something wrong?” 


“Shizun.” Luo Binghe seems atthe edge of saying something else, only to change minds halfway trough. Do you 
have anything you were hoping foe today Any wash thar you wat Bila” 


lutakes a moment for Shen Qing to think through that question. There wast much, tobe hones Luo Binghe was 
tuck rom his urgent matter whatever i had been, and the unbearable eat had subsided s soon a Luo Boghe bad 
returned, that as no longer an sue So fhe ha ta wish for anything. Shen Quagaia’s wish would be, 


Shen Qinggi coughs awkwardly. 


ts too embarrassing, okay! No to mention checsy and slckeningly sweet, and truly moriying Shen Qinggis would 
rather dig his on grave than say out loud. And he steady hs, anyways — the digging his grave part, aot the ther 
prt stveral times aver event Therw'sprecedenes! 

“What about you?” Shen Qing sys instead, “Dues Ringhe wish for anything? 


“Many things Luo Biaghe replies — 100 silly! Have some more ac, great protagonist “Bat most of al, wish for 
hints wish vo come true” 

Ahh, too smooth! But why toss the question right back to Shen Qiagg ke that, especially with something so hard 19 
fallow up Especaly when, 

Shen Qinggl males his face as thick she can befe laying the wish granting Mower, wife plot #590, om the eable nest, 
tw them, “This master does ot need wo wish fneanything” hey. 

Shen Qinggji has poured over hundreds of chapters of Proud Immertal Demon Way, has an encyclopedic memary of 
this wife and thc plot devie, so on and so forth, There were so many plot device that he had praised and cursed alike. 
‘wives that he had ooted for and raged against. And yet the most important part of FIDW — dhe protagonist, the beeing 
eae that atuacied so many wives an unending dev or dhe fans and eitcs both, was already hist And here, sght now, 
by he ide! What more could he want? 

‘OF couse, he can say’ that out loud, especialy wth Luo Binghe staring at hm with such a devastated expression’ 

shin” Lio Ringhe ays ‘Do you mean." 

‘Argh, he has says out lou, especialy with Luo Binghe staring at him with such a hopeful expresion 

“This master already has everything he could wish for” Shen Qiag says halingly Thick fac! Thicker face~. 
Including you. Binghe”| 

Shen Qinggi watches asthe words strike tue as Luo Binghe's face blossoms into joy: Fels the commer of his own 
mouth tie upward sto answer 

ln he end, despite all the wife plots and plot hols... dey ren all that unbearable, Shen Qlngau thinks. Not wih Luo 
inghe by hie side, 


E 

leis no fr stretch wo say that Luo Binghe i enthusiastic when comes o showering his love and affecsan on Shen 
ings. Whether is something grand and luxurious of a strange oddity he picks up ona hunt, he enjoys the way Shen 
‘Qing poorly conceals his excitement at receiving gs behind fan Hl ace oo has become increasingly more honest 
around Lio Binghe, 

This evening’ git silk painting Lio Binghe as been working on forthe past few days, something tide aay the 
hotest days of summer They have been sesiding at their bamboo conage, serenely racked in a valley aay from all the 
noise and demands of the cultivation worlds, both human and demon, 

Shen Qinggi as spent most ofthe ume indoors ual the ealy evening, claiming tobe too hot vo move around 
leaving Luo Binge ta tend to the smal vegetable garden near thelr cottage Ina more secluded patch af thei land Luo 
nghe has also started o culuvate a bed of Hower, growing from the bulbs of whatever he ean find. Some have wilted 
withthe summer sun, while thers have theved. These to, he gifts to Shen Qingalu when he ea, 

“The mos recent ones to bloom are ones whose seeds he had anc out from Qing Jing Seeing them grow bad evoked 
samemory of his that had goten bred within htm in the aya i had geonly been dugout when he sy the petals 
“unurling That memory’ as what had draw his inte wanting vo pant spending Ue deep iat the aight guielly 
‘eaolvng his felings with each atroke of dhe brush 

He hangs the flashed work up it one of the smaller rooms inthis cottage, whee the su wont stream in and erode 
‘he pana fr. The small lamps he sts an eter side lend a eh, golden wash tothe colors, ad e waits eagerly to see 
‘what Shen Quaggiu’s reaction i, antiipating the same delight hat normally erases his ace 

Instead, Shen Qing’ face soflens as his gave drifts aver the work, something more melancholiesetiling ato his fine 
(eatures the further dawn be looks, The usual sparkle ia dhe corner a howe deop grey eyes nowhere te found, ad, 
Tino Binghe get a creeping feling of deappointment 

Maybe he did not pain it propery Maybe it is too ugly for hs Shizun's tastes only a pale imation ofthe masters Luo 
ingle had studied, Maybe tis had been something fll that Luo Binghe had projected too much of hrwel into, 00 


‘much of hiss chat Shen Qinggiu may not want 
Shizan Luo Binghe prods gently, but hen Qing’ expression is already last as if he's died off somewhere ele 


1 
*Shizun 


“The knock agine the daor heats in te wit the pling headache between Shen Qiaggis temples The only reason 
the doesnot one his temper immediatly i because the voice ouside fs aol and gente-Out of all hs remalaing decpes, 
Ning Vingying isthe ane who he extends the most grace a 

“Enter” Shen Qing replies, voice ted Some days ae easier shan others: at night his heart had fle especaly re 
nesay not make much sense to mourn ths deeply over someone who is ot tray dead, but Shen Qinggi ean belp but 
be aoeped in guilt, 

He only barely pays attetion to Ning Vingying as she gently places down aay with tea. She loks at hi early in 
tne steme way all he ethers have in the three months singe the Ieimaral Allance Conference bad pata. Shen Qing 
fesse a vague ail as she picks up the teapr, and Ning Vingying keeps her eyes averted. 

‘Asshe pours the steaming water int the porcelain cup of lave, he natices the all treo inthe steam. Refore he 
can ask her what's weong, she's already looking at im wich misting eyes 

Shisun," sho starts slo, and Shen Qinggia already has a repertoire of sayings of comfort for her He beeps them 
easly accesible so he doesnot have vo draw too deeply from within himself. "Tha animal Livshishu gave us has torn 
‘rongh the bed flies” 

Shen Qinggi’t mind comes 1 all. Qing Jing has ts own meticulously refined gardens, as beflaing a schola’s peak, 
butcher isa small patch near the bamboo house where Shen Qing has recently taken ta grawing Nis awn lowers He 
does not allow anyone else to tnd it Ia fat, up until now, he had hot known anjone was avare af Ws existence; howeve, 
With the look that Ning Vingyng gives him, he knows there eas be no athe garden she talking about 


"se" Shen Qlagai replies quel, fling something strange and inexplicable wll ia hs droat “This teacher. 


He had meant o put a flesh wreath of flawers on the sont mound where the shatered remains af Zhong Vang ret 
sen Qing will have to tend wo the garden and wait or dhe to grow agai, leaving hisn wilh nothing w lle to Las 
Ringhe's grave He rales a hand withthe Intent o send Ning Wngying sway, bt ehe seems io have aniipted this 
already 

“AtvLuo..” she tarts, thea stops herself swallowing around the words I has been hard for her oo losing her sweet 
tle sid! she ad ented so much for “This deep cleaned outside the wooden shed some time ago, and found some 
these” 


Ning Winging picks up basket shat she had brought in with the tea. Whi them, atendery picked fresh bundle of 
Aoypars est catching the sun that dls into the bamboo house 


They chrysanthemums inthe loosest terns, lhe many our of the oddities found within this world They are yellow 
sta glance, but when tilted in the igh, have a strange shimaering ad iiescont quale to them, thelr colar sbufing (0 
‘deep pink ora bell white. Thewe flawers are unl anything Shen Qhnggh has ever aon before the quality of ther 
ltherworldly Their fagrance soft and calming and entirely too hard for Shen Qingai io breathe in. 


“uo sidi was tater fond of growing them.” Ning Vingyng says quietly. “Please dot be mad a hie fr defying your 


fonder, Shizun. He had vied so much las me you 7 

tore them out” td 
‘A shade of the man that had once been Shen 

(ings passes over him, and he nds thar to look 

st Ning Wogying, The lowers do nat look lke proper 

fimerary lowers, 


Shen Qing eyes sting 
Very well” Shen Qing says nly IL Binghe was fond of growing them, cher was no reason 
ot wo use these ower to bond him. 


Sal. le wl ates hen eke the grave nd ay do he oer Shen ings il 
toate at afc: bv rent tha Hear okowed Nog Wagyingtossopany tim 
teers io vaniag teas 


Dept ning that I Binghe lve snd ony growing stronger some out in the bya 
rerounded by Hed end en, png ely fayog swan cl wong 
is Ranges traponane i the wr Shen nga sil hol the gut win hin Phe metoy of 
{an Bagh fc one tha sable to corre he srayah ete nto Shen Qing et 
His eyes hd held Shen Gigs in igh ear he hart and elt nthe a expe ha 
tan Shen Qngu dene 

‘Ning Vagyng places agent and on Shen Qingg shales sf ouch okep him buoyed ashe 
heats it dep tt i etntons sina on to lai ee bu lato never serves 
syne ell So be alony sands up, opening ifn ase wares down a the werd snd one ne ne ¥ 
thu corr ef aot frecig 


The Mowers atleast are beautiful, eve they are too bright foe something So somber: They look ike A ‘ 


they have been dropped out ofthe heavens lke they are meant for something i celebration instead of 
mourning, 

He has quietly taken one of ther, and he lid i up his leeve. Shen Qing has no reason to hide it 
fiom Ning Vingying, but Tels oo priate to share: Hell hep i beside hs be Tor days lt ally 
Withers ay Each tne he looks a i, hell wonder if he could have cheated the sytem somehow, there 
‘was something he could have done differently 


‘And each time he looks at it he'll wonder i Luo Biaghe wil eve forgive en 


m™ 


A this young. age, Luo Binghe i naive in the way he fads beauty in a cel world. But he snot wo blame; the lve he 
shown allows him to thik that he is permited to ake up space He opuimiselly tees o repay it whenever he can. 


He i ten, his mother has jus fallen sick agai, and Luo Binge works hard to earn enough money fr her medicine 
sn her fad, She insists that he should eat and he does; the scraps and thrown-away food tha she normally eats, he eakes 
nated, and cooks her a meal with the rice he breaks his bck to buy. He does with no complain, justo see the color 
set in er pale ce, 


(ne day Lio Binh comes hack fom a day f eweceping a the front steps of one of the lager mansions deeper in the 
ey They fad pa him half what they had aid they would claiming there were sl traces of tit in the corners, and 
{iso Binge had not been able vo argue for what was his He had, however, heen able to sneak into ane ofthe smaller 
tutes couryanls afterward The remainder af his payments tucked ava deep within his dred shit, ad he presents it 
Proudly ta his mother when he reaches the stall shack tat they ell hei hone 

Her eyes go wide atthe eolour ofthe cuysanthemum. [isa colour unlike anything either of them have seen before: t 
shuramers Ike a sunset, changing colour wea ts moved, Luo Binghe docs aot understand the woubled lock that Hashes 
cross her face, just that er fae falsely before she sweeps hm into hug 


Her arms are rail around he, shaking gently 


“1.do not know how you got this" she say and Luo Binghe feels his heart tart sink 
Yox.eam any give ive de ane you lve the moat” 


{sa precious, precious lower 


“You are the one lve the most Lo Binghe nats withthe strong conviction a child and she gives ica a weak sie 


“Vou st keep it secret then,” he ays, reaching out wo run her hand through his hat Lio Binghe clases his eyes ta 
‘he toc, missing the way that worry etches another line isto her kin "For me, Hie it so that noone wl sei” 


Lu Binghe doesnot want to. He would rather show off his love fr his mother But she insist he conceal it and 
‘cep ta: She cushions her words by telling hisn that one day. he wll be loved deeply by someone as muchas she 
loves itn, and that he should give othe 

He finds ir har to believe atthe time He nds it harder to believe whea she passes away, hungry and ich, using hee 
Jas breath 10 say his tame And he finds t hardest 1 believe when he ges accepted ita a prestigious set only to beso 
thoroughly beaten dawn tothe ground that he ean feel i pet tate structure, 


‘ete hold onto the lowers anyways the original one, he dries and presses and keeps under his bed, only to have 
lestolea and theown into the pond by Alig Fan Late, while being made 1o sort ut dusty shelves inane of the mare 
decrepit storage sheds in Qing Jing, Luo Binghe finds a small row a las jars cach with seeds Luo Binge knows where 
the best secluded spon the peak are ones that even the shisiongs that torment him are unaware of. 

Most of the plans fai, bt the lowers tha boom on the small, weak bush that survive are incredibly falas They 
Ive the ame convsciting and ever-changing colours, the sane gentle and cornforting scent. The lowers remind hiss of 
his mothe, and the first fal bloom of the Nawers make his eyes well. 

Even ater Shen Qigal finds them and stomps them out, calling the mere at of tending othe Mowers audacious, Luo 
Binghe grows them again this time move cael wo hide them aay us lke hls mother said. He pours his optimise 
inva the way he nurtures the owes bu ail hepa ther a secre, even afer Shen Qing shows hi grester Kindness 


may be a fol ask but for Luo Binghe the small, weak Howers remain a vestige of hope that someone, ene da, ll 
love hit 


v 


“Are is no to Shizu's king, this dept can have taken away” Luo Binghe says quietly, and Shen Qing nape 
tuck to the present He had gotten so lost in his memories that fora moment, he had forgotten where he was 

lie Binghe' voice sounds ike tis very much tying ta hide ite dejection Shen Qingg tur is head to Look a Lo 
Binge, who's looking back at him with an extremely hopeful expresion. He doesa't how how to ell Luo Bagh that 


this plating beings back a memory that hurts bisa 7 
‘more than he will vert on fel ke a old ti 
‘wound reopened, trough no ful of Lio Binge’, 

Hut who was Shen Qinggla to deny sucha gat 
such a gesture? Even if e had mourned befor, was 
{uo Binge not standing before him, robust and healhy and very 
‘much alive? He had used these Rowers to gelev, but Luo Binge ses ther as 
something more precious Ife were ta forever saacate them with ch sane, what good would it 
do hime 


ao Binghe tarts to sil, undoubtedly to pull down the painting, Shen Qingah stops en with a 
aroall nwa of his cowed fan again his weet. Luo Ringhe's hand jerks back and Shen Qing opens 
his fan, moving iin short, contemplative motions. 

‘A sere of motions make thei way aca Luo Bighes ae, and Shen Qing has to dat his fan see 
twhide is own Uimatey. sien doe, Luo Binge’ lok scles on oe a sal delight once he ses Shen 
(ingg give minute od Isa raher moving face, and Shen Qing els is hea start wo vero. 

He reaches for Luo Binghe's hand, sliding his index Hager around the other man’s tle one and 
tugging gently. Tris simple gesture diguteed by the sleves of thei bes, but Wt doee not fal vo make 
{iso Banghe's ees glimmer Nor doos Shen Qing lowering his fan and aking quick glance around as 
anyone could show up here out of thin ai; before wagging Luo Binge in. 


‘Whatever sound of surprise Luo Binghe makes, Shen Qingal swallows down in a fr Kiss. Luo 
Binghe, his ced does not flail around too much His hands instead slide around Shen Qunggi’ ithe 
vals and squeeze him ght 


Lo igh ot aft iad, Yt Shon Qing la np enrages sat ds i, one 
shat make ln want pll un age serps ans Rakyat sed om ang ‘ 
tndotby nue alan Engh ov onhsia A 


leis strange tha something 40 innacuous would igoite his memories lieth, but e supposes it cannot 
be helped The painting sells quite lovely: is painting of thee small eene of this word they call, rate 
home the valle) yawning around the sver There are no figures in dhe panting, but there are beautifully 

puted flowers And somehow, Luo Binghe has eptured these strange iidescent clots wiia the 

"Suysnthemums hls drawn in the foreground, each painted with careful dtl each a ther Looking like 

the flowers Shen Qingais had aid on his grave, They had become funeral flowers vo Shen Qingau since that day and ta 
see them ance agai, 

‘Shen Qing neaks the bs off gently reluctant to let go. He sill keeps his hand enclosed around Lo Binghe', and 
he feels the waren palm around his ighten with Luo Binghe's realization that hes not leting go. 

Binghe worked so hard on this panting, and he wants to take aay before Ica filly adele A?" Shen Qinggl teases 
they pul apart and he can pentilly fol the way Luo Binge deflates with elle. 

“The smile Lio Binghe gives hen ia dazling he aloe reaches up to hide i with hs lips once again, But Shen 
nga pauses haleay thee, and decides instead to open his ems and pull Luo Binghe ito as big a hug as he ca. 
posi mnster 

“You yl not touch it” Shen Qinggi rourtus. Lao Binghe ke war and slid in his arm, and loops his cn aruind 
Shen Qinggils waist, squeeang hard. “This teacher refuses to have such a precious git aken away” 


The Peach 
Rplojom in Spring 


f— oi e + 
‘he pach bosoms arin al bom. 


Every sping Southern Tan thaws in ipl of pink sweet with dhe fragrance of mew Bowers, 

said tha the lat empess Su Xian, had accepted Tanlang Dis cout while a single peach wee stood witness — dele 
tion blessed by a shower of pale peal 

‘As aroha btroal gi, Tanlang-Di had subsequently aered ten thousand peach es plante throughout the api 
so all may behold the vant proof oftheir love Iwas romantic gesture that se anya maidens her ater 

Even Shen Yaa, who doesnt have a romantic hone in his body, thnks incredibly impressive Aller all, how many can aie 
their wedding changed the topography of cy avernigh? 

Acconding to some grassy ed accounts, the late empress had buen escorted de a carpet of Besson nan mate 
bridal sedan, cst completly ou of gold. The procession wound Utough the sets, lou nd vl ke bya ful orchestra ad 
‘anked by aszeable amy 


Impressive That was Shen Yuan thought of Souther Tans last oyal wedding Ws.an excellent souree of t,t be 
cenployed for smal alk whe hosing sends and family trom outside he capital He hast thought mc else about 
becuse wy would he? 


[Ws ate he's ever going to be involved in a royal wading. 


‘OF course, the casual deat fr exzemely improbable outcomes was likely wht edo his present predicament, because 
ne ates are smugly camry bastards So es, here he i the midst of being royally wedded 


"The worst thing iit even suposed tobe hii the bridal sedan 
Us supposed tobe hishied bother Shen J, 


‘SHEN YUAN 


a 


(Only Tha would have bees a monumental dsastous ea 

‘You see tee weeks go, Shen Yuan neal ded. 

Heid gone boating wih his fit ster ane capized them co avold hing ature Shen Ling had come ou of tha le 
‘nisventure wath nary asrteh ora sneea Shen Yua, onthe oer hand, had bumped is ead anda a rb cold 
He spent he Lllowing week unconscious, bedridden eer ty his concussion of his mind scrambling fever 

When he nally regained possesses af his faculties, Shen Yuan was privy o some waning realistic isons of anaer Me 
‘Where he might Rave heen, something o Kray exe 

All se books he'd read All those rants— ahem revewshe wet... Mos of them blurred a vague impression albeit 
ke deem Siping ana) to the ede f dhe mind withthe dawn aa new dy. 

‘And hen there's That One Newel 


‘The one he'd ell ke wo Faget but can, The pinnacle of fraseatingly disatihing fiction The whole reson behind hit 
Sank acious behaviour beatuse dragging your mn baer apd aking his place nthe bial sedan s owned up 
‘general and coud actualy be considered a epi oflease situations where the groam mes from royalty, bat he's yng 
‘ery dar ot oti bout chat sight aon 

‘Sea Van dls with the yold threaded hem a his el takes couple of breaths ost is nerves’ fine, everythings 
fine The arangement they hd wth Tanglang Dh only spate that scion ofShen bloodline would many the crown place 
“Theyre nt technically renegng oni by stching Shen is out or Shen Yan. His Highness shouldnt be fede ght? 
After al the etize pont ofthis endeavour st help his fail avoid dhe cannon oder fate 

Poul Tyansieal Emperor Wy. 

‘Sen Van's dest consti with indoscrduble ary atthe thought ofthat thousand ehapter behemoth of tery 
landesrving aclam, chronicling the rise of ts unfortunate protagonist fom kindly, honaurable cuwn prince, Wel, 
road Tyrninical Emperor, 

lu wasa patchwork of ute topes and cacaturt characters loosely ted ogeer by thin excuse of plot dat only served 
‘to spolight the protagonist's abysmal luck wath everyting ober than women. And. The’ All Currently Living Te 

‘Why? What ave they done to deserve this? 

In the novel, Shen Ju marie the rove prince ashe was supposed ta, but sen grew embittered by fein the imperial 
harem Thinking his poten unjustly ten, he ll in with 3 few conniving courtrs who promised him a minor minster) 
ston, should he help wich tho plans co ost the erown pice ad inate Tanlang Dis nepheve,Zhuzh Wang 

Following sre of trbly thought ou atempt at ede, Shen is was betrayed by his co-conspirators and essentially 


made a seapeyoat. The fly was heavy pleated by bis actions» good many a hem executed. Tne spared bythe 
‘Gown paces mercy were exe tothe borderlands where they probably sll ded of ang fever ot starvation 


Allin all Shen's ole was that «preliminary antagonist He only appeared forthe fir ndred chapters. a acting 
asa springboard forthe protagoni’scharacier growth He taught the young piace that kins dacs No bet hiss hat 
the people closest to your are the nes who ea st you mest and that wearing your hear an your sleeve la sureize way 1 
get roken 

‘Shen Van does nt want thee ature emperor to lean these lessons So here he i his bers dal sedan pretending 
to be his bree who ot cal in his chambers back home, because nobody wll listen ohm when he lls dhe that this 
weding isa Menumentlly sous Iden. 


Hemant at a perfunctory knock comme athe 7 4 * 
oor ofthe sean, and then a Band aches, pln td 


‘ip Ob Of Shen Yuan asl Mite vel back over 4 = 
‘isc, belatedly nrcing that he procession has aa 

me oa tap, and dhe cesta hs petered out After e 
fn avkwad length oslenee someone clears hee thro calls cut 

tentavely 


“Shen San Gong 2°” 


‘he hand ia hot oF him waver, gers curling ever So slightly Shen Yuan coughs. Right He hadnt meant 
ta eave the erawn prince hanging, 


ins ply et Op pried and Apu a oh pgs 
Piha orrqmiurgr Gunietnern yl oreconncct pera § 
‘droughts dee nd ini the silly ena eens oF lock yous Xt 
sath 
wo sINGHE 


Lino Rghe stares dazed tthe ea igure who's allen nt his ams with the tere grace of 
lmmonal descending unto carly lands ron the heavens above 

Ever sine he gre out of the imperial nursery and ito his own pncely estate, men and wornen have been 
fang over themselves to cuty his svour — quite bterally, many have taken 1 swooning deamaicly in his 
Algcetion, hoping to cid up the palace huerarchy by ling sto his bed. 

He's never entertained ther, of course ut onthe Mp side hes never punished them ether I just sms 
unneceaarly brutal when the most frequen of offenders ae naive young maser and ets who grew up on 
his parens’saiculous roma explots aa any themselves the next Su Xan ‘ 

‘Never mind that Su Xijan had ded a mysterious death and Tanlang Di had shen mourned himself haliay 
oan ery grave All everyone remembers the ten dhousand peach ree proposal hat wreaths the ety ina 
peste Kaze of pink each apeing rai 

‘And ts pesely because of tis pec induced marrage fever, that dhe thd month of every yar ses 
marked increase in peuple tying to reenact the emperor ad ae empee tred fst encounier, by tipping 
‘over at surfaces whenever theres even a emote posal of Luo Bnghe catching therm. 


Consequently Luo Binghe has gone quite adept a dang these dames ad lrg in dubious distress, 
He's just never expected tobe accosted by his owe bride — on thelr wediing day no es 


Aral Shen u's only appeared tobe intrested in thelr mavage insofar a can benef his eldest brother's sanding at 
cour He's not shown any intrest in Luo Bnghe aa person, anu less hushand 

But. pehape it had all been an set? The coal indifference, the thoroughly putupon atiude he displayed when 
‘he formalised thelr bewothal, a fo make lt abundantly clear that he’s going Uarough with everything for sticlly 
pole cesar, 

‘Oris dhisthe act? This serene dignified manner by which he comport msl paling away so theta respeesable distance 
spartan then smoothly wansfrning his gop ftom Luo Binghe's cir hand wo the Nat oF his pala prope) dats, 


No fr the st ime, Luo Binge wonders how his ew consort il establish isl in the palace’ ear courtyan 


Wil e charm Tanlang Dis old concubines and ingeatate himself with someone influential? Wl esti ist ta deter 
potential ce of patina se his fri lot vo nest upon ethers that het tbe led with? Or wll he emnove 
Fimself om dhe power sugges alugedher, eating to he ingesso he can observe everything wi an impartial ee? 


ach option has ts mers and duwtachs Regadlest a his id's choice, Luo Bagh’ solved o stand by hen 


Because Shon Ju may be. piel sort and Luo Binghe holds no uss about their mah, bua husband ad wife 
snus be af ane heat a rind oe thee ta be peace inthe ceed Conder how fue empercr and express thee 
howschold comprises al of Southern Ta, ts especially nportant that they present a united oat all maters 


‘Ths resolve grounds him cass his nerves and sharpens his mind, ashe guides his ride up the hundred step stairway tthe 
Hall of Erernal oy, where thee wedding ies are tobe conducted 


‘Where the shreds tinier of hie fibers cour and the strongest generale his er armies real in attendance. 


And i ben some tine sinc Lo Bagh indulge in an activity child a olen a wifi thinking, but a this 
‘moment. he washes is parents were her 


He wishes they were sting up on the dais staring down the rest of the halla he walls is bide inhi father obmosiouly 
roid and hi mother «paragon of angaufering exasperation. 


He wis he didnt have to do this lone 
Your Highnes™ 
Lio Hoge starlet the st sting of nating ino che Mesh af his pal. He drops his gave to thelr clasped band ant 
comes the belated elton that he's been squeezing the fe ut of hs des poor Angers. 
Slender elegant porcelain white Bngers Tipped with petal-pak nals, daily shaped and stds immed 


He hasly eases his rip, more han ie sured that Shen is would endure his alten fo any lenge of de without 
smahing his please own, 


“Apologies Tis prince has fngoten himself in his ehusia” 


isa poor excuse with aa the charm to lend ie eredene. and not the eloquence o lend it authority. Luo Binghe fly execs 
tobe onthe receiving end of some etalatry smackdown or abier—a said mark a the vs) leas maybe a ‘acentlly 
spite cup. 


Instead, what he getsis a gentle comforting squcen: 


His bide realign thee hands so theyre alm to pal, aces del ages together in what els ike the curly equivalent of 
abeanfeltembce 


‘And Lio Binghe is. ao lage f. bors Completely and tery! 
[bus even Shen Ju under the vel? 


‘Can this ely be the same man who looks at han and ses nothing but the means ta an end Whately hinges onthe 
surance that his new prance consort perk cn help advance his brates carcer? Who's shown no emotion ial dui talks 
fave for polite disoteres and caeles dain? 


‘Na Its wildly abst and vastly improbable, but Lo Bighe's gut wells im ha tis not whom he was promised So what 
te ught odo right now ie expe the pent, chen promptly call This fis ofa wedding, 


And yet, 


Andy 
jus doen ser ie Keown Shen J 3 

tel probably trnbenen or vetted sre 7 

og nla lion rom he pine 

{Stak his pce Some tendered ingens ha hos 

‘oes whats geting hmelf in. Andi Lao Bghe 

‘veal th icky no, he poor man wud ae ota he 
‘Shen fn wold probably dey all volvernent thi Sceming, grat consi Rcd ios 

cu nde in is riled, sorting that lac And Md get aay with kbc te 

‘vou dhe wit the ana othe the verano the oth ick 


Is disgusting and deplorable and Lio Bagh refises ta have this injustice on his conscience 


stra hla da al eo psoas 
delet nae per ein nde ar plans yang sb on Sa 

father han suake sone, no laghe cally hla hls bide over e esc ae lie the coveronial al, 
‘Sifeoing ari 


Let Shen fu think e's succveded, Let them all dink their rown piace meck nd easly duped Let the 
lujlesreign and the mares eap The heavens judgement wil come silt and uncring when the day of t 
reckoning dawns upon these anager 

ln the meantime... luo Bighe wil be eiaing his arrangements fo thine bide, who probably knows 
lule of whata piace conor iso do, how a prince consort ought to behave, and wil us be beter served 
yy more attendve assenveattendans Ones equipped to ight the masters bates if need be 

‘hen again, who would be beter equipped wo fight is cnsoe’s ates than Luo Bighe hel? ry 


He's arly sesponile fr dhe man's present situation and fly responsible forthe mans ature wellbeing Ie 
nly makes Sense that he personally coma to Uh paection of is ede fom ll possble pals nthe place, 


by heeping eles all he ume \ 
‘hat way should any conniving lord or lady attempt to undermine his consort with shel machinations, hel 
beable to say rip things inthe bd 
Mind made up, Luo Bighe hows to she heavens, to his ancestor and ial to is ede 
‘Who mierors the mation with an innately fined al vel ring briefly athe soc end at he wat 
‘Under Luo Hage thinks he sles the soles curve of peace lips, pused Ike a furled ower and shen ike the 
fist aings of ping, 


‘SHEN YUAN 

‘Weddings are enjoyable or everyone save the people actualy involved. 

‘That's the unfortunate epiphany Shen Yuan comes vo, after wating laboriously i his nuptial chambers fora good 
thee aichen, 

AL ie, eid ben working hiself up to a nervous breakdown, rearing hisspeech forthe crown prince over and over, 
besa once the veil come off and the Hig up, he's banking largely on the protagones eri ear to ae whatever 
punishment ypally prescrbed for deny fad. 


But asthe day wore on, it hocame apparent ha Shen Yuan's new husband would aot be joining hin ay time soon Their 
gusts wera yng forthe ezowa psc’ ime, and ic would kel be past XSi when the own pence dane lig all 
thelr toasts and ell wishes, a mal ftom Ube dal reine had ql informed hig. Shen Vaan any soon as anus, 
leaving him instead with ateribe, iad numbing boredom. 


He would have been hungey to ifo fo the pats a'snacks the cron piace had sere delivered tadinaly des 
are suppose to go wichou lod in the me between the ceremony and. consummation, bu by vite of His Highness 
‘agganiny, Shen Vian spate the dicot 


sa Lindos he had ao expected and he fs lghly gully to be prtakngin eens is tehaially..not meant 
fori? The foals a too tempting o pass up, however Ande tes has hi absolutely ravenous, so Shen Yuan ends up 
‘leaning the plate of every lat nose 


uted ad complacent, he des while waiting and must have knocked out fr more than a moment because is dark out and 
the atendantson the porch ae announcing the wn place’ areal wen he comes awake again. 


‘Shen Yan compose hime in rend ime 
“tela yy belde's pardon” Luo Binge sy, as he has sweeps int the zoom, “This prince di nt mean wo trey Bat 


‘many hoped i eatend the fistatons fr out mariage, and this nce thought it would be good to reeave them oa his 
bride's hale” 


Sulla line sagas hom sleep Shen Yuan struggles to find the appropiate response an ale beat, settles on, “his 
sujet understands” 

“The hard ecsteps stop right in on him and pair f sturdy satin boos appears inhi eine eld af vison — 
back with ed embrldesed dragons cong around the ankles. Hi pul takes oi epi when das on bin that this 


‘Si. This his chance vo change things And dhe spoech bs ehearsed all bt melds it a jumble of words as he prepares to 
‘explain hse 


Before he can even utter a word, here's mute of ilk and then more feotseps a al the guards and servants ete ot 
‘te oom, Shen Yuan i left feling inerediby wrong footed asthe erown piace ss ight beside hima and takes his hand. 
“This prince kv bride eno Shen San Gong ZA” 
ai, hate 
‘Shen Wan think is hear ay have stopped. 


“This rice understands his ede may be na dificult psion, and gives hm eave to speak rely while they are alae in 
this ee 


ay, Uh Wow 


‘Shen Van cal eling fom the fc tha the crown price Rnows when his els suddenly ied cut of the way, and he's 
confronted with the bnightest-eed, sweetest faced boy he ever sen in his fe I takes a moment fo his ra to ctch up ad 
‘egitr that this the Crown Prince Lu Binghe. This Southern Tan's ate tyran. 

‘Well ot te can help 

How" he ask, before he ean help hist 


Lo Hoge lowers his gaze wo det hands. “Thi pence doesnot mean to be pesumpsuous, bu Shen San Gong 2 would 
otal such liberi" And then as if were hel given aes, remy as, “That soto say his bide any es for 
lowing such bes Ava matter of ac, this prince nds is bide incredibly dsingushed hs bide would cate a share 
hse, this prince would be esexponlly pleased” 


‘Shen Van lets he that “This subject— This 
canst Shen Yuan st son of Qinging Gong, elder ” 
brother to Shen iu” [i 

“shen Wan. hen-Gong Zi?” Lao Binghe 
blinks almost owlishly. “This pine... This pines 
‘shonoured to make Shen-Gong 2's acquaintanes! 
ut. he doesnot understand why Shen Gong 2s here. ls Shen 
Gong 2i here on his own ancond?” 

Vox hie ubject fears iti rother ila fr Min the place and wily dough he could 
lake his place” Shen Yuan itclines his head, keeps histone appropriately deferens “His Highness wishes 
to punish znyone for dis transgression, this subject must stress that he ated on his ow impulses, Nay His 
Highness be erful and pare thisbjee’s ly” 


Thre Tat hou ad coving a \ 


No, ot This prince has. no inten to punish Ses Gong othe Shen family This prices jst XY 
supine that Shen Gong 2 woud wlingly give ups ate fra en the rear nay” 


On the contrary: wha ons acue but a vehicle to pave the fsture of Southern lan?" Shen Yuan countess 
“ront or ear courtyard a long as this subject ean electvelyservehiscounty, his emperor and his pple he | 
oll esider his fe one that swelled, the crown peice requ analy though mateimony, thn ha i 
the role tis subject alingly pays” 
A standing ovation! He deserves a standing ovation for tha speech! Ws that not rousing declaration of 
purotsm? Would ha no have earned hima Nhe Pz or to, were sal ling i hat ther that 
far tine? 
Lo Bnghe must surely think sa, for hs eyes mit over ashe proclaims, “Ps pine is heartened that Shen “ 
(Gong 2 elds him in sch high escent He wil endeavour not ofall shout of Shen Cong, is expectations” 


‘Oh Ol oa Whata pra exes cl Shen Yn cst beleve hs rg youth tmming wih A \ 


hope and righteous deals set o become a tyrant aller suffering mpl devastating gnetances Who ould 
ea ole sch thing happen? Not Shen Vata! Why, he nw double determined to stop he pti is each! 
“Tak that hack author! ae 

He paste princes hand fly “I this ject may be so bold we wll endeavour tage” 

Lo Binge gives him a watery gun and an enthusiastic aod and then offers to sleep on the chase wile Shen 
‘Yuan takes the bed Which idcaous because the be deitely big enough wo share So a incense sick ater, dey bth 
‘eked beneath the cover and Shen Van's making plans to sidestep evry eres pl pet. 

‘See, Shen Ju may bean expert a reading people but Shen Yuan the lading abort on trashy erature ropes He has 
wo ifetimes of novel zeading experience under is bell He can se pooey constructed pl tsa. Thee wil be no 
blackening ofthis sparhy-yed, baby bun ofa piace o his watch. 

“Amidst the ashes of en thousand tres, the erown prince is reborn, heart blackened lke the charred yemains of his 
parent’ graven? 

[Na Nope Abulutely not Like ell hen Wns going to let that come ops, 

‘Thistime nes year, their peach blossoms wil stil be blooming vibrantly, and uel crow pine el stl be a es, upg 
tuae spout Southern Tan will ot fll athe hans ofan neligenceisulting cliche! Stupid author, tpi navel 


We are nol ilipian 


‘Not ve the prosperous inlan City, notorious for its wealthy merchants and hgh nosed aristocrats accustomed o beaut 
things coud rei the urge to stp and tare when te young cukvator beached is bardess Flow handiomelit cried — fort 
‘eas tmpossble forthe ety and ks inhabitants wo look aay from the vat of that adolescent Tae that ten gure aunt 
by talloed white robes dat disarming sre on plump lips Culvatrs were common enough in this ty. but none as pleasing, 
25 grace as progonst word, as the bash joulh siding along the cowded marketplace ike an autumn Leal saying 
toward the fore aoe 


Ando the bay was welcomed with open arm, Hs path dhroughthe alan iner steets was acornpanid with adeiing 
glances and hushed whispers, as laborers and gentry folk alike cleared path for hi to wall undisturbed Tis display may 
have perturbed the common man, unused ofr heads and over saves Searing into his back. But Lo Bugle hea icple 
sf Qing fing Peak and doted upon pup of nsmostaleulivatar Shen Quagg, was by now if not plase wil, then a east used 
to the attention, and hep his chin high ashe peruse the food stall ining he canta road 

Aral he had traveled far And for Shen Qing, Luo Binghe was ling to travel into the demon eal tself — whether 
the reason bea grand as scouring the ert for ace fran ines athout a creo as senumental ak appeasing x eraving 
‘There was merchant in ths iy rumored 1 sll the fins dragons beard candy the human eal, ad Liu bighe' shaun 
ove est. 


he thought of binging hs master pleasure sent dawn hisspne Yes, the distance traveled was small pice to pay 
(hes a precious ever 


But for now: another price wo pay this swcts merchant was in high demand and her wares werent cheap. Luo Bighe 
spotted stretton ned with clouds of sugar and sppeeaced i making sure seme was gene and eyes sincere 

“Holl aunt” he sad tothe merehunt. “How much would est fara box of your dragon's beard candy? 

‘The merchant fused Hove Matering it was, bearing the brunt of such sweet tein! She packed bos of deagons beard 
candy and when Lao Bache paid and thanked her insted he ake along vids ign addonal boxes led with enough eas 
to siay Shiau ssmeet oot forthe testo ping teamed sponge cake iced ito wedges, sexe balls led wi ed bean 
pte, shewered steberses dipped in gla sugar 

“or being aie a good bay she sid when be asked why. 


Acre wi wile the amount he had anuepatd to purchase, he placed ther all to his qnkn bag and senna tallied 


up the price I as lt Forney aba disciple of Qing ing Peak he was aleed an allowance, enough for ane ta idle 
tory soles, Modes to mos, but Luo Bighe who spent much of his youth with much les was tangible tame 
the hard fe he had endured before e wae taken under Shon Qing cate 


But whes he counted up his remaining allowance he ealaed hat wasnt enough, He ited up his ast Fete ad 
imac in apology. 

‘The merchant scaled as Lo Binghe had poited a sword to he oat “Oh, no, ther.n0 need that was i she 
ceaclalmed, waving his hand away 


Thesiver als inked agains ach ober in Luo Bagh’ pal He pressed his ips into another sl, ama ins 
loveliness "Aun, Tc cept hs” 


Her already smitten face melted into enamored goo "Young maser” she aid,“ insist” 

Lo Binghe wed to pay her agai, but dhe merchant was stalwart So with a courteous bow he stepped away fs hee 
stall The merchant waved, and forthe res of dhe day, the memory ofthat charming young master hep a pleasant warm 
Hiding in her heart 


‘As for Luo Binge the merchant's Lines continued to prod ath while he ambled through the marketplace The back of 
bia eck pred wah an uaa ul 


ach bos the merchant ged him was worth what his washerwoman mother had made ia year 

That wasn’ a tremendous fat Hs other hada been pid tnuch Lao Ringhe shouldered his iankun bg and mised ie 
chin, nding harder now to lookin heey of those wh stepped ot of hs path and nadded when he alhed pas, thei bes 
fade of the ne vibrant dyes and sf sls his mother had hunched over and acrubbed wit her gnarled, ver spd hands 
‘tl she ered ino er be of sa and died. 

Lo Hinge sucked ina breath, grounding himselfin the market musk of coriander and seoked Bah Shun hada taught 
tient be this sentimental. Noloking back Only forward So he blinked the memory away 

But ashe shopped dhe nln torent, was as Luo Binghe's convertion wih the merehunt unveled something his 
bain had been subeonacoly ering The stenton and the igh The fn Hoes cial a ahopawmer' eyes ben Lo 
‘laghe entered thee tretome 


“Why? Lo Binghe ased a woodworker who had winked and added an extra varied rosewood fond eantaine to dhe st 
‘arnisied sewn food containers Lu Bagh bad already pu foe Why gill ae ths when Ica mow allo oy You? 


“The vendor only clutched his belly and aghed ke Lao Bighe had told joke. 


lu was easy fr them, thi spe compassion. rely ven for the sip reason of why na But came too att be greeted 
‘wih neceaely or even get rom Lao Binghe He did nc ned thee chat, ac symone. 

‘The street, then, was no longer a bustling marketplace, but the shadowed comers Luo Binge had squeezed into when the 
street dogs were oo vicious with thei hunger In. atic ofthe ght, sling merchants who gil bos of span sugae wise 
{nto the looming ell kncpers armed with wooden bona they hid used tsarke Luo Binghes bony write when he scavenged 
tho lve to thee al, 

‘Where had this sinple compassion hen when Luo Bingley needed 

liso Bghe looked dawn a lobes. Spe ye sturdy in its ually Ine wth allman to potet him foe demonic 
sack and the eld When he Hist joined Qing Peak the a eto slippery against his hin, fore had known nog, 
flash dhe rngh seach of rudely word cotton. By now he barely registred Kis lathes were aa pat of him a is 
tad and hissy 

This was who peoples him as clean fice, well dressed young master weating the lr of one ofthe mst nftuenal 
culation sets inthe barat peal. His fture was promising ote he was onthe csp of breaching the cre frratlon stage 
‘nd wielded a sword with the sil fa cultivator vie his age He was handsome and cold afer o buy sweet delicacies, 


no sweat of is back These were mote than enough mR 

Fetsnsto treat hin with espe ma eh 
ao Hobe di ot how why this rset in y 

He dda hoe why eased tall He sould 

be glad hat, despite dhe mista that hounded 

Ni Ie shad, he had overcome the pals hs Ps 
humble and was ening to make mare or msi the A 


slat world. I yas by his on ancl thatthe cramon man as 
beginning tse hin a one warty of adeieaton rather than net cing him at all. 

Meri, and Shen Qinggh 

‘Asalways che thought of his maser levied Luo Bnghe's darkening mind with an aching fondness He 
cuted hie pide fr allowing himeet to take sle ered fr his acces was Shaun wh had singled 
‘ul that small malnourished orphan out of hundreds of nites and decided: Thar one. That one ols 
[romie: And be had tllated that spark f promise into the man Lao Bnghe was today. Luo inghe 
‘ould be nothing without Shiu, 

(0. Not noting Something fr worse than that He would be as he was before his ascent up Cang Qiong 
“Mountain A san of vasherwoman, astray on these, an abandoned inant Noung along aver Merchants 
‘would mot indulge bie, and gentry would not step ou af hs way onde street Days would be hard again nd 
eating by unsised esate masters would be harder He would once agai be unloved and ignored. 

1 was getting lt; Luo Binge would have to hurry ihe wanted o return to Qing Jing Pesk on time He 
retued wo the wable where he had left his horse and handed his ast alto dhe tae by who had bee, 
teading to er while he was gone The stable by carefully accepted the al and ached ito pochet itched 
tothe bres of hie tunic 

“Thankyou, Young Master” be sa dion low and eareftl. His gaze wis Hue to his eet ashe handed Luo 
Binghe herein and he Msched sea when Luo Binghe ok fr him. 


Luo Binghe re very hard tose, He ceed, bt ol tl by feng lone that wa an convincing A FS 


one He mounted his horse and eft the stable and he cy behind. 

Hopeflly. ths strange maou would ps before Luo Binge made i to Qing fing Peak He couldn aflord to i 
lec ictamper wth his pans aller al: would ake just under a week o ride back on horseback and spring was. 
nearing ils zenith That was when the meade astne's throw avay om his and Shin's bamnboe house would 
beat ts mot wheat — a pesfect apt to teat Shizun witha meal surrounded by he nate of bis domain. 

Lao gh aged plan unfring the way t id daves of nes in hs dream realm: an afleroon enjoying a 
homemade mea wth peonies and chryanthernums rain Shin with ary glow, complimenting the Mashed pik uf his 
plush ips as they wrap pty around the food Luo Bighe eed over Pleased wih his dip eames flor Shun would 
Sil at hin, maybe even pat his head and mayte his palm would south dawn fram Lao Binghe's hat his deck and 
‘maybe Lio Bnghe would he 

How serene How..omant Sharp wind bidfted the anevering heat hat peed acon Luo Binh cheeks and he leaned 
awa urge his horse ta go fee 


Already, he cou el his roubles delta a corer of his mind that was easier ignore 


But isl nye at him even ashe arevedat Qing ing Peak and was greta wil the beautiful sight of his maser While 
he oked thet meal and artfully arranged thr nis new rosewood food containers Laer held Shizun to the meadow, 


the spread.out blanket and the bes filled with hormemae fod and the sweets fon lan Cty And even a he watches a 
(in spend across Shou ice ashe realized Lio Blnghe’s intentions, 

“Vit indulging this masts" Shinn ald hie re hind his fan While he did’ yt give Lo Ringe is much 
suulipated head pa, the allemoan was sl young, and so far Shizun Seemed ver sailed. 

‘The day as going just as Luo Binge had deemed would be Only he dat soak ti s greedily ashe would have Whe 
‘is conscience Was he hated to adi sil tainted ~ fr once Shizun hada Bee on his ind whe he was eepuring thet 
‘meal While he was sling ginger and skinning the scum out af baling pork had been hs mother adhe oetont a is 
thonghts er lve fr bin the ender way her work weathered hands handled thelr meager Kitchen Sh had hue he 
‘oka Lu Binghe had letoed everything he knew about coking by watching het, 

ato Bghe had lag since come tothe conchision that he mother died fom exhation, The medicine he struggled to 
purchase but was too lat to give woul have ben able to undue the consequence af Uving fe of bac breaking labor Her 
flecline had been decade inthe rag ad had begun fr beflre she ited him out ofthe Lo River There was no reason for 
‘gulls nohing he could have done would have saved her 

But that was the problem, Luo Binghe realized, His mater had been a kind woman wih beautiful heat and ina peeoet, 
orld she shoulda have sullred ata 

Asaf, “Binge pulled him out of his contemplation, and he blinked to id Shinn tdyng him with concer, “ts 
sommetlog taubling you?” 

“This dcp polos for worrying Shiu" uo Binge hastily plied. “Tve only been thinking about some things ad 
Ine come ina conclusion regard personal nates” 

‘Sinisa alyays been a inqubtive man “Oh?” He cocked his head lack har sliding over hi alin shoulder. “Aad 
would you be curfarable wih sharing what's been an your mind” 

Lo Boge would share everything wth Shizun ihe cul “OF course, bu ts an esprtan concer a aan Cty, Las 
‘wea very Rind teed di a was minded of when ths was the case” 

‘Siz ase re gem and Luo Binge was quick placate, “This dale hnows Shun has nly wasted the best fame 
~at dat moment ou hada at all rss my ind, but aher my mother” 

“Vor moder dd eat you well” 


“No tha it what mea! My mother loved me Luo gh owned at hisinaiiy co wrangle hie thoughts together 
“teaser who tated me unkind he decided co su“t wah everyane els” 


Aer pause Shinun plucked pce of dragons bean candy out of ts bx and nodded “Lace, This watld ca be eel to 
those wlout the mone, repuation, or sil rebuke 

“Ieshoulo be Lio Bnghe tare dawn at hee hal ished food suden weight in is chest replacing his hunger. 
“Those merchants could gie me nice things and those gentry lk cond lack me ln the eyes now that Tr a yung master — 
‘ny etuldn hey afford ne that ase edness when 1 was an orphan? Maybe if they dd | woulda have needed vo beg 
Tod onthe sweets and my mather woulda have needed wo work so hard klled het” 


Suddenly embarrased at is ouburst Lao Bnghe risked glance at his maser, bt Shizun only seemed thoughtful A wind 
nualed dhe aurvounding green of de mcadow a they sat ogeter in contemplative lence. 


Bally, Shaun ash Iti he fregane eonlsion you had alluded wo carer? 
io Bighe hesitated His thoughts since Jinlan Cty were jumbled and incorpreal, strung together only by his 


tanderlying fstration with hypocrisy serned " 
tnly he could se, Haw col he ever truly explain if 
‘what tas Uke, reali a bo o sweets Worth a 

‘Year af his mothers abr could be gives aay by 

the whitn ofa stranger —or that Lio Binge, bead 

‘sep of Qing ing Peak, was closer wo the leagues of | 

those who had used hi and hie mother than with the ash 
{ete bad once thought hime? destined wo endure? 


He could barely arcuate cin hs mind, much les words Yer he sail ied 


“Vou canna pick and choose who worthy ont your kindness then atthe very’ leas your respec” 
lie nghe si “Everyone shouldbe treated with decency. Everyone That my coneison” 

sounded sa imple when spoken plainly and without he wit Luo laghe knew he master enjoyed Lio 
Binge grumac at his frankness bt lt what was ail be sald He stared ack at Shizun and waited This 
tm dia eel ike he was wasting for appeal but far a challenge 

“The quit that sete between them fleas fh human realm ise as holding ts beat The breath was 
released widh aque sigh when Shiau rated a hand and pated the crown of Lo Bogle head. "What a 
‘od boy your” he musmated “Wha wes there fra old master ike me when his dip already so 
ature ad wi?” 


is pursed lip ited as Lo Binghe splatered his velement dearest “Ringhe is sight, of course 
‘Whar matters ina man s this material wealth but the content of his character” His gave shaspened then 
squnted as is se greve Rich or pos, human or demen—~ ifUhe heart srghteous, then the person the 
Tar beats for mist he granted outing” 

lio Rnghe's breath htched a the mention af denon Despite his cm seeret here, he hada ven thought 
‘tw mention them Bu thet addon as deliberate on Shiu’ part he knve H made Lo Bungle burst wit ove 


No ater what he ftir ha nse, Lio Rig though drough is hae of ying joy, Shin wl ove A S 


‘meno matter who Tas a aril core, 


ones drat wih hie reco esa, Lio Binge mia the sls eee inthe comes 
cof Shen Qiaggls yesh te wo hile by tossing dragon's beard ead ato hs mow 

[ras Points earned or arhesing the Water the Sapling Fasve Quest 

He yeah! The combination of ths passive ques and Shen Qing inner Wise Mentor quote generator was dng wonders 
forhis BPoins sore. He'd eae an extra hundred B Pins the past week us by spouting Uncle Ben worthy inspennal 
vce and maintaining consstnt ee contact with whoever wis seeing his wisdom With enough grinding and poi 
hoarding, Shen Qiaggt might even beable a rack up enough to survve dhe sano BFoin punishment he df ow Luo 
‘lage down into the As 

‘Sea Qayai watched Luo Binge, who as ng his head back with halided eyes serie unabashedly athe strated 
‘ue ky and hoped with al is eincaated Soul that he would 

ur fr now Lo Binge was profoundly happy: He laughed stuck with how lucky he was and plowed his head on is 
Shiau shouldee Shen Qiaggi, fr once, dd ot grumble atthe immature display fo we as amprope. he also fourd 
Binghe' touch io be very see He grinned, cnten And as Shen Qunggia quel reveled ia his dip’ warm compan, so 
ge did the same wth his maser and together they watched the blooming meadow rol with thee ofthe sping bres. 


Yauch flo shot 
Something 
ee oe ae 


‘MONDAY 
‘Wel Wusian is gone fhm the apartment again, ad is quite ate at aight 
‘ang Cheng rll his eye and sighs 
He's determined to be more adventurous in college He overheard his ends aking about him last week, yng to 
plan party Mlanaan assumed hat he woulda' come 


"This upset him. Not ina big way, bu in a sore selfawareness kind of way He thinks back on high school and 
realizes that he dd everyhing as was his duly: he played sports, he got good grades, he took the right amount of 
Honors clases — and sll he ended up inthe same program as his older brother, Wei Wuslan, who dia’ fret alas 
hard a least, outward, 

So college wil be differen, He wil pure — something. 

He doesn't exactly know where to begin. He males alist of things hed like to ry, and after much rumination and 
embarassment he serail ona piece of paper: crush, Its ambiguous evento him whether he means to havea crush oF 
to bethe abject of crush 

‘Unable to contain his embarrassment, he gets up and decides to go to clas early. He shares a two-bedroom sult wih 
his brother and pases by his dooeon the way out Wel Wusian iit there — he's probably ou at lunch with fiends 


‘When Jang Cheng opens the door to dhe main hallway of the dorm, he stops. There sa bouguet of peomes ina 
beaut gla vase He raises two his fae to examine, There lo signature or ae 


‘As quit as a whisper, he thinks, Gould it be from Wen Qlog? 


‘Wen Qing ia mutual fend ofhis and Wei Wasian He hasnt ade that many fiends yet and he can't imagine fd 
be trom anyone else. He runs the houguet inside places i gingerly on the counter, mumbles, “I'l be back” and then 
una to ela, 


He is half an how ely 


TUESDAY 
“Hehehehehee,.” 


ang Cheng looks up ftom his work Wel Wuslan is giggling again in his room, Ihe watching a move for lasso 
seething? 


They lve together for many years belore going to college, so he's quite used to these ants, but dhis hasbeen going 
on eran hou 


He puts in er plugs and continues attempt to write his essay. 
“EEEEEEEEEEhchhehehe” 


ang Cheng rises his head again and yl 
“Ten sudyng toot Wel Wun shouts back 


The wiggling continues for yet another hour Hag Cheng doesnot, cannot blieve that his brothers actualy studying 
— unless a comedy Bl for some incase that he... a thing, 


Alter wring about two pages of the essay somewhat miraculously, Jang Cheng gets up and goes othe adjlning 
oom. He haoeks onthe door “You beter not be naked in there™ 


Ey! Same of us re actually trying to get degrees here 


There s busting anda crash from inside, and then Jang Cheng hears his brother's rane steps coming towards 
the doe, 


‘Wel Wasian opens up. 
ang Cheng folds his rms over his ches. "What the hell were you dong? 
“Uh. Wei Wasi sratches his head. “I was watchlog a move” 

“Yeah, yeah, okay 1 knew it Just keep it down. Same of ws are tying to work” 
Olay" he say, smiling “thought you were golng to be 
ang Cheng scowls and leaves 


ous about ct belng seriou though! 


Shutting the door, Wel Wusian tens around and whispers, “Lan Zhan you can come out aoe” 
‘Ahalfnaked Lan Wangjt opens the closet door ad steps back ou. “He's gone” 
"Yeah" Wel Wasi say, beckoning hien back co the bed 


Tne we were Being 190 loud” 


“Nhe only heard me, hehe! Wel Wun 
says, winding bis arms around Lan Wangis broad 
Shoulders “He doesn’ suport thing la 

Lan Zhan” 


pe 


ang Cheng does somne mare watk unt the hour i up, Then he goes tothe Rtehen to glance at the 
‘owes again, tng wo iznell 


LASTSUNDAY 


‘Wel Wasian and Lan Wangjl oily started dating lst Sunday They were walking home fom a 
‘group dinner together and finally after what had fl lke the longest courtship ever, the two kissed 
THe ttleony overlooking the extpus gardens. 


[Netter ad planned the moment. They been deawa together as iby magnets, a if bythe pul of tie 
sand space Ife right. Cherry bloaoms were blooming down below inthe gardens The scent af spine 
alte through the ae. And ihe tuned vo eachother ike twa pages ofa book and pressed against cach 
Cie, jst ike chat, 


“Docs dis mean — we've boylbend and boyend now, Lan Zhan?" Wel Waslan asked, bearing 
Mn" A simple answer, wih a lot of feeling His arms wound around Wet Wasi! waist 


“ood? Wel Wsian ald snuggling i ven coer Tesco fring ves ated ugh he ¥ 
pou ed weap hese ow an 


Fora moment, he frowned. “Secret? ‘ 
Not because I etarrased” Wel Wuaan yas quick o explain. “jus think that I dont want to race 

the fend group quite yet. Everyones stressed this ime ofthe semester and don't want people to fe lke 

the dynamics are shifting. you know?” Hs voice lowered “Pla ic night be fun wo heep tha acre if é 

‘you know wat I mean? 


Lan Wang did know what he meant, He leaned in fora deep hiss, hs hands tugging at Wel Waslan's 
aytal gently and lovingly: “Deal” 


May we can heep this un, ou le secret, an as reassurances we an send ach othe ile its ogout dhe week?” 
oe) 
‘They sealed it with another is, jst as tender and deeper this ime 


WEDNESDAY 
ang Cheng asves at luneh on Wednesday later than dhe rest othe group so he sats himself at he eorner ofthe able. 
‘Wen Qing and Wei Wusian are speaking in hushed tones about something 

What's going on?" Jang Cheng aske 


‘Wen Qing sows at Wel Wusian and rolls her eyes. 
‘Wel Wauian nudges her and then picks up is chopsticks to fn his meal 
Wh raised brow, Jang Cheng repeats his question. “What's happening?” 
‘Wel Wasian leans towards hm. “I think Wen Qing has a crush on someone” 
Fang Cheng thinks back to the Mowers, 


He looks at Wen Qing’ annoyed and shy expression. She's sealing lato her food now and nudges Wet Wuslan with 
onsderable free 

Could Wen Qing. have a erush on me? ang Cheng wonders He hast thought oft before. tn fae, he wonders i he's 
Slow oe anything pertaining wo romance 

Lan Wang arsves and sts aro from Wet Wasian Jang Cheng makes room for more people atthe abe, knowing 
{ull well that whenever Lan Wangs around, Wes Wusian stars geting touchy and moves his ect around below. 


‘THURSDAY 
‘Well, Tm going to study Lan Wang announces tothe group at dinner He rises picking up his bag and wa: 


Lite clockwork about hilt seconds ater, Wel Wuslan says, abit 10 loudly, “Tm going ta study 19, o go fr ajo, 
Who kno? Hahada™ 


He sees bit too quichly and scuries after Lan Wang 


Mianmlan and Wen Qing are lft there atthe tble, eyeing each other 
“They're totaly dating, aren’ they?” Wen Qing asks, 
On, absaluely,” Manni sys" cute dhat they think dhey'e capable of keeping a seeret” 


Wei Waslan's foot was running up and down my shi, [kicked him and he apologized profusely” Wen Qi sys, 
sonihing at her fends ero “I that n't confizmation enough, f dont haow what i 


“Tsu them making out in an alcove atthe cafe this morning” Mlanmian says “When approached them, Wet Wasian 
saw mend fang hieselt fr trom Lan Wang) and made some excuse about how he was practicing for an acting cass” 


“etn aking an ating clase” 
“LAnoy” Mianian say, laughing, She reaches down and hols he lefend's hand“ hink we're much beter 
esping secrets” 
“They alu decided to beep th 
‘would take everyone to realize. 
Much ewes” Wen Qing sas, leaning into give Mlanunian a hiss an the cheek, 


el velatonship a secret — les to not rock the friend group and more ta ee how lng it 


FRIDAY 


es been five days since Jang Cheng fest received the bouquet (he thinks) from Wen Qing (he thinks) The mystery 
thas stared to ea aay at him Aside om that one ime a lc, he has really bad contact with Wen Qing since. IE 


she liked hin, woulda she show more signs aft? 
‘Would’ she alk to hit? 


Maybe he was reading too much into chings: He 
doesnt even know ihe likes her back. 


He dacs’ eves know if he's senght, 
‘Actually, he saa, bu he has ee slow w open that conversation wide 


himself) tel 
Be ee oe ae ea hy 
eae 

ee cade \ 

Sone ae a ee ae ae . 

= 


“uaieang” he say, his rainsegsters what's happening 


“aha, hella” Huang sys standing up and scratching his neck He lets out a giggle “Nothing co 
se here Wel bye” 


“Wait Jang Cheng catches hima bythe wis, and when Hualang’s gaze ralses ta his wn, be lets go, 
his cheeks burning "Have you. -have you been the one sending Une oers this week?” 


Ah." Ths mouth balloons wit ale an he lets it out in a pull“ not supposed to say anything.” 


But something in fang Cheng’ expression —cusisity confusion, and hit of vulnerability — makes Nie 
Huateang change his ied 


“Wel,.yous brother and Lan Wang.” 
He wats patiently 

“Tray. they might be.dating.” 
“Ob, know" fang Cheng says 
tie 


“i be suprised if noone knows a this point” Jang Cheng says, folding his arms eros his chest “They are incapable 
ofmot doing PDA. And alsa, my brodher tabs in his sleep The ful things Ive heard.” 


‘Nie Huaisang sighs with elie “Oh gosh, okay T thought I yas the one who Mubbed that up and-Iet the secre ut” 
“No, they tll dd that on thelr own Jang Cheng says 


Well, they wanted 10 heep ita secret far ah and asked i could deliver flowers rom one ta the other to reassure 
each other dusing this time that they — 


Ugh, hay. got Thanks for explaining” His ees det overt the bouquet of lowers and back to Husisang “Silly of me” 
Husisang blinks “What do you mean” 


Oh, I choughe..he Mowers were for ne” And Jang Cheng realize that there's a small boon in his chest. For a 
sonall momen, he thought the Rowers were from Husisang to hi, 


“Oh! Do you lke Mowers? Theyre my favor thingy" Hualaang sys 
“ought binds were” 

Husisang’s cheeks ar pink “Flowers and beds both Would you want o..goto the plant nursery with mei 
Now?" 

“or 

“Yeah, Jang Cheng says "Now s good” 


“The two head out together A shyness overcomes Jang Cheng, which confises him “I dont have such af geen 
ham” 


“That's okay” Huaisang says “Ietakes awhile to learn about each plant Butea teach you” 
No need 10— 


“Ti ike to teach you” Huaisang init, and snes There & something about han that reminds Jang Cheng ofthe 
‘ow af stream, water rushing atop rocks Huaisng makes everything soem cay. 


“Otay” he says 


leis hard fr Jang Cheng to ask for help and harder stil o accep it This sa huge step — 
‘Ad yet t doesn’ feel huge. It eee safe and nce. 


‘They pas by Wei Wusian and Lan Wang) who ae Kising in the adjtcent halla. Upon hearing thee foteepa, Wel 
‘asian Rings far avay fom Lan Wang}, shouting, “HAHAHA Lan Zhan, whats funay joke™ 


"Ves, Lam very funny,” Lan Wangj says sil 
“We know you're dating” Jang Cheng says without breaking his pace “Your flowers are at the dooe” 
Of, what Rind are dey this te?” Wel Wasan asks excited. 

‘ang Cheng looks over to Husisang, who ails back thi “Plum Blossoms” 

Lan Wang takes hold of his boyfbend’s hand. "For new beginnings” 


‘The our of them end up going to the plan nursery together, nd Mlanmian and Wen Qing eventually joi They alk 
of lower meanings springume, thelr goals forthe future and forthe fst me in along ime, they all feel they ea et 
goand lagh. 


SATURDAY 
“Spring s here, Lan Zhan." Wet Wuslan say, looking at dhe dae on his phone and then claspng his beytend's hand 
“Ma. Do you lke spring? 


"da. eseminds me of warm childhood days in 
‘unmeng, but halo reminds rae of changes Wel 
‘Wisin Shrugs "suppose that makes me worry” 

Change doesnt have tobe bad” Lan Wang says, 
to that simple and meaningfial way he had 

‘Wel Wusian squeezes his hand “I suppose thats tr. ve never seen 
Hang, Cheng so happy: land Huaisang have been hanging out aloe And justi a fe months, 


‘Wet Qing chee aed ow bas Manian — whic, finery nsed ey ep that ender wraps A 
Teeth log? Lan Wang ods agreing “And 11 fund yu” is 
Lan Wangi smiles small amie “Ma” 


they shed they fall.” Wel Wasian catches a wayward cherzy blossom petal "Bat they always come 
bck around {don think Ive changed atthe cove of me. But Tm the Rapper version of me naw, nd so 
‘everyone else, think Do you think you've changed, Lan Zhan?™ a 

‘Lan Wang, 10 We! Wuslan sa stadt force, immovable and song, But Lan Wang ifs Wel , 
‘Watian's hand to his ips, gives ita sft kiss "Mn. broke a rele" 

“You ai” 


“Anu the thing about spring lowers, 1 guess, that they change calor, hey grow into thelr aw, \ 


“We broke curfew” Lan Wang says refering toa few days age 
Oh yes! Hesmisks atthe memary 
“And fm about to break another one” ¥ 


They ae walking out in the early morning, earlier than Wei Wusian tends to rise Lan Wang beings isn 
‘up onto the rot ofthe dining hall He ducks under the tape that they aren't supposed vo pas, Wei Wusian 


Wwches this tansgression in ave, his heart growing water 5 
“The best sunsies are here” Lan Wang explains 
They ise 10 the top, where the ai coal and the sky ial the pastel eolos of spring They se there se 7 


by a, and ah at he cr change { 


Anil the Hello over 


tye * x= €t oe A 


Lan Wang was horn second ime aftr four yeu locked avay in his ingshi He entered the world bind by its hub 
deafened bye never ending dane of esloeful sceneries, struck dumb bythe muchnes of He was unused wi for four yeas 
‘eveything had ben dark ll, oud of ie yet abet death, 

He was eld — reincarnated into his own body — but aot a child: he waa man but nt man — the man he was 
Ad in Whig, 

‘They allowed hie out forthe fst week of spring, Young as was just breaking though the har ground, peeing fom 
under thin snowy blankets adoring Gua’ pea. 

“They did so ike ane releases a wounded tiger: looking nt orn the comer af ones eyes to cach the moment the Best 
sight attack Not that they believed he would tum on them, ao — they trusted hima that much, despite Hanan fun having 
‘elended dhe indefensible — bin the way one hepa an je en an akvard elaive wearing astined garment ln the way 
‘ne watches something that night bring abou ling face 

Ina been so long since he had een allowed to step out is nga. 

‘The room Lan Wangs in was similar; bu alle so lng away from anything diferent, every change tod outwith 
socnething cae to crasness The absence of ree benches paying a shadow theater behind te window papers; the 
nokshelts filed with volumes of flute musi scores fet kc knacks ere ad there, silat his bu ever 0 sighly 
‘if dhe Sect Leaders hal craw iting othe side rather than wor popes 

‘Niche stood before him ith his hae down, ela mach less see than he would have woe had Lan Wang been 
snyone but is titer ln it, Lan Wang suspected tha thls eneting would have atk place nthe Sect Lender quarters 
bad he been anyone ele eter, 

Ie was sur ind of ead mare than key eared due tothe length of his enforced seclusion an his lder othe’ 
seasliitin When Lan Wang loked back on those years he could only emack glbly that they went by in the blink of an 
If had been in his characier odo sa he would have been thankful to have been spared the need wo ve trough the 
‘Enmediatecutoame of Wel Wasas death wicin the ve Great Sect 

“Wang” His beter’ voice wast ashe gently nudged Lan Wang to fc on the topic at hand 


1c was goo to see hi He cet look eather ad les hated than he had coming off the See of Burial Mound 
Lan Wang remarked to himself he ys now able tance that without col ard anger pooling in 


“Wang wil doi” he answered 

Instructor wa group of yung inate, Guiding nkiates tarde developing a golden cre was nthing complicated a i 
vesching went The poston an craily not one that drew masses — i as usually reserve forthe older these, dev 
any gloey I would st Lan Wang fines be bad no wae for glory Nathing aout his previous restge had given hin any leeway 
Uointersne nthe clivaton wards pblicoutry regarding Ving 

Lan Xichen’s answering smile was hope And fom dhe gla in his ee, Lan Wang ould divine the lent of one ofthe 
chlen that he would be tasked wo gle towards de path of culation, 

‘When he nally met his clas standing inside a clasecooen forthe firs ime in almost a decade he aw that he indeed 
sul knew his trother Inthe second row, eyes bright and eager wo lean, sat Yuan. The buy had changed since dhe dine 
‘Lan Wang had last seen him. He wasn’ covered in sot and huddling ina hollawed trunk to avo slaughter aloogeide 
hiselders, for one 

For another, Xin had wold him tat dhe boy had ben devoid af any meena after the fever ad broken, Maye that was 
forthe best To forget his ian gee and al the pi is people had sured. Least was undeniably safer 

He was lado sce the cul, bt found himself pleasany surprised when he walked back eantentedly tothe Jigs alter 
rst day af lass. Childen wer straightforward They spoke thet minds, and teaching dhem was enjoyable He had nly headed 
thelr eas fas day bt uy already led a in ike he had personally carved the rab upon the toon 

From that day on, Lan Wangjl woke up every morning to wall: out in the exsp spring ale crssing paths with green 
spring flowers peeking out from the last snows, to join withthe inates in a small bu iy room. There, they worked 
tn slowly clralating spiritual energy chrough ther meridians and pooling t inside their dantian in hopes a golden, 
fore would form, 

‘The children that could not manifest a golden core, Lan Wang Ane, would be sent to work in eer ares a the Set, 

‘nes they were sulted for He remembered is wm cle inten and dhe at that hd been shed when ther eacer had 
Atmnunoed which of the pupils would never ain a cular 

Bur hed ac knoe how to broach the subject He hse had ever doubued one second that he would develop strong 
‘golden cre. He had never fe what the fled nite fle. 

What he did understand, however, was the dismayed reaction isle class displayed dhe day ale he Fraga disciples 
reve The children whispered among themselves as they knelt does before their desks Lan Wang) stood on the das a gle 
‘overlaid unasumingly on his here empty desk: Ns students eventually quieted down without hm intervening, and he 
ddd at them proudly More than afew of them perked up in the seas pening 

Foreigedscipes brought in dete wake the aflertate of sane dss, strong liquors and savory meats — all eign, 
all forbidden all perversely atacive Tht testesnes he had felt hinaelf the Gist me he had cen that one boy lad in 
Munmeng’s pple. 

‘Quis of he childrens lips showed ashes of small milk eth, Lan Jingys excited grin ovealing a pai of ont bunny teth 

‘The older suadents aerial had brought wi i doer and unsavory umors but was no longer Lan Wangs ole to ze 
shout thove things He no longer needed vo chase rule breakers on reaps 

‘Tha the rumors concerned him dl not worty Lan Wang The culation world was more gossip than eve the oldest 
brsybodien Nothing culd keep fons apg is lips ef and ight 

Lan Wang thought of man, sanding tal gaint the cukvation world Not ring bel to tear a tel faces even a they 
spitat him He hope he had hala much dignity ax that man ad depayed. 


He shook his head to disodge the memories Lan 
‘Wang started the las wth a guest. "Which do 
{yeuthink ste most mporaot Gust Lan rule 


‘The question visibly started the inate, Taken 
sack the children boveed thei heads and sack 
(lances at each ther 


“There S10 wrong answer” he reasaured them. 


Amalie spoke pel, singer thn heh probed kaye many oe ~ 
pegutctnongt iS 


Even though she had not mentioned Lan Jngys name, she had not needed tothe boy grinned, 
hala eoatte and hallway proud, shoving ola pas of busny teeth "Do nat be peky With foo” he 


snswertd ina sng ong voice 
Lan Wang bulfed outa chuckle 
Hisuncle would not have suffered such an answer to be given ia his class Lan Wang, for his par, 
understood those he tight wer il but children 
Another bay anevered “This humble nite likes have wins and less” 
Lan Wang nodded Why do you Uke” 


‘The clas quieted down agai, jingy raning his neck to look a the boy who had jus spoken. AMuan was 
saenuve aswell but les demanseavely sa 


The oy Natit amend “Hae nt nd rece hun vee hike 
etic ine #* 


‘Cod Des jen ce ort dhe?” 
‘to ink ane ano ping vn iy gh in ec st le, A \ 


Lan Wing lstenedatenively before dveting dei atenon o his desk “Look thi plant. All of you have 
seen it before Do you recngaize i” 


"Atdstretched up high above smal head of ae “Lamas Lda? rail 
Lan agin a he student, 
aller he called ot poly 
“tig Lan Wang cotred “Chung trot the bck nut, ete pth upto the peaks” 
Ll ead bobbed up an dow, 
“Th rule ell ut nat to ote the ack ll ws permion Do you kao why 
The botog soy sipped wo roe into a vague wayog ation, 
“Desh plant ok dangerous?” 
Af te more coursgetn nae shook thee eat, 


“Hellebores should not be touched wishou precautions Beauty does nc indicate sat: touching these Nawers can leave 
mortals with rashes running upc the elbow” 


‘A boy satin theft rw shrunk avay pulling his hand back 

Not understanding a rule does no mean that is not rg The back mountain ia dangerous place and his pla isanly 
snexammple Do you uderand?” 

‘Sheplhly, al the nites red 

Lan Wang glanced atthe sun outside; the discusion had taken longer than 
end here today" 

He let the clas wth the ellebore ess in his hau. an Wang climbed up ~ else to the southmost peak, high up 
among the cous where the medicine making room a he Cus Lan Set Was lead 


“Hanguang Jun” a junior grote him sling widely She had bees the one he had seen every tae he had come wo get is 
‘ulnar since having been released Nicer ha tld him she was considered a genius in medicine, and that Head Healer Lan 
‘ consderng naa her his det appentce. 

“have come to brng it ack, Thanking Lanshimet fr lending to me” He held the hellebore ou towards er care 
otter 


had envisioned "Mim. Clase will 


Her bun ayed along her vigor head nodding “Oh! Vou brought it back" ae exclaimed “This junior dda expect yous 
vo, but thank ys Hanguang. Jun" She laghed ab tugging wild strands of hai bei her eae. Is ala sad wo see materials 
goo waste Do you want me wo go grab Your lumen rm the back om, avoid having to come bck hee na fee days?” 

He nodded andshe dashed off to where the medicines were ep, leaving the oat quer unatended It had een many 
‘year since her maser had refed ta sce anyone nt gracing death's aor ashe was the one to deal with miacellanens tka 
Tavelving eedicin delivery; ae would return quicly 

‘Ando she di handing bi a small bamboo tube with aed paper ed around dhe ends The pungent smell of meicin and 
Iellcbores vated from i younger Lan Wang would hae td that isneled of share, 

Lan Wang slipped tin ane of his sleves and shane er before heading out back dowe the peak Snow cuunched under 
his hoots reminiscent ofthe sound firewood made when Kt racked in heath One col one hat — both souhing 

Another noise came to distur the qulet crackle of snow; alsed voices overcoming the silence lang with the heady 
smell of liquor 

Lan Wang stopped on the path, ooking oo the side Purple ad dlscples were suing on haslyviped ce stunps, 
‘raring tei hands around afr and der bles wih alcool 

Do not dela ee Clouds Recess 


Donat ight fie inside the promis 


But he was notin charge of dseplin anymore Lan Wang didnot step of the path, simply listened tothe young 
sen recalling thee latetnighthunt. The Lan seniors had taken them down ta the fret to deal witha colony of spits 
fightening the local 


“understand you ethers — bu thing brought me more joy that seeing all of Cais prety srs waving as we headed. 
ack eto 


‘The young man who had jus spoken yas subjected wo well deserved sbbing fom his ends calling him lecher 


“Well fr one look frward to becoming hero hnown throughout the lands Look at our Set Leader Hang! Even cldren 
ete kno his ame 


“aca yom refering to? 


“Did yous th ciken ronan the Sige 
tthe bul Mounds When we sed the an a € 
“Oh ight, remember — 


= 


Not that one necessarily deserves che glorious reputation one 
thay" asl voice spoke up. 


What are you saying, We Rong?” 
“Wl, Lan Wang certainly was part of the force that vanquished the Wing Para ha day” 
Heya 

‘The Young man snected. “See, even you don't know. No, the mighty Hanguang Jun dda \ 


participate in the Siege 


Lan Wang looked down atthe onument container in his hands unre a being addressed so rely by 

‘unio Head indeed not eken par in the Sloe againt Wel Ving home, Seay 
Auden ransienes oercame Lan Wang} an he couldn't tay there anymore, pin lacing in is back He 

retured to the fing Neher dhe crackling ofthe snow wndefant nor the later cackling the wood under 

fre sothed his ajed nerves He opened the container with shaking Wagers and arducnly neared seme on 

ed angry looking sas. 


‘Lan Wang chose to revit the tape af ules er weeks late 
He aught his las ike he wl dreading fom dhe same tots he had cen read as student 


But towards dhe end a the clas, while discussing a eat on howto aterat wih las, he shed “Wane of 
‘you came sera a hungry begga ona might hus, would you give hin a bol a ee" 


All the disciples nodded 
"And then, he was stl hung: would yu give him one moc” rae 
All ofthe sl nodded, but some ad eaugh on. Lan Wang smiled ently a these rouble nates 

"And thn, he was ll hungry, would you give him one more 


[None of the disciples answered. They hunched thelr shoulders and glanced at each the, not dag tbe thes wansher 
AM was bg pe 

Lan Jingy and the female disciple that had rengoized the helebore were the fs 0 od, loukig conus Yuan ad 
cars felled te 

Lan Wang remained silent, othe dlsmay of is students. He ook a small bamboo tbe out ofhissleve and opened 
allowing forthe pecliar ed of medicine and ellebore oll Use oom, Looking by thet fees al he He aes hak 
recog he sell. 

“feng forbidden does nat mean bung wich ein can be sed ta make medicine Lifestving pil can Kl 
ministered ineorteetl Ifyou do not understand rule you should ask Ifyou donot agree with ule, you should make a 
‘hoe based on your principles Moral is the pio: You ate responsible Ib you own acuons: rules ate guidelines whether 


wen ta stone ont. We wil discuss again. Clas died” 
1 yas the wrong decision 1 come there, Lan Wang) thought a fee hours alter having let his lassroom. 


He had entered hs Sects ancestral hal only few minutes pit, having been summoned by his uncle wo eport on 
he iniaust progress The sight of foreign disciple ceiving discipline hal not surprised hn here was nang more 
cmmon, bul his passing gaze had been felt by one of the boys Yu Rong, dhe one he had heard alking with his ends 
fly fe days before 


“The boy had raised hie head high, attentive to the atempts at resection by his anak looking fellow 
troublemakers His ips curled into an ugly sneer, 

eas the wrong decision ta come hee 

‘Yu Rong looked Lan Wang square in the eye, defiant. "Ha Senor come wo knee with us" His wone was obvious, 
belligerent, “Ths junior had been taught thatthe Lans donot hie away in feu, but hee stellar HanguangJun wis 40 
borntratricken atthe dea of fighting that Wing Patiarch"—he spt on the ground —"ihat he hd vay for fu years 1 
donot know how Senior could bea o look dven on us, knowing what he dl” 

‘Thisstopped Lan Wang right in his tacks He tured to fice the disobedient children, shoulders ramping up in 8 
clus queers 


“How dare Senioe" — dhe word was deipping irony —*judge us when you fed fram responsibilty ike a coward” 


He looked at the bay whose fice was progressively marred by tears, growing redder and redder as time sluggishly 
oe by witout any answer fom Hanging. Jun. Maybe he hept aking, screaming invecives Lan Wang didn kno, 

Lan Wangii jus looked an ina daze while other Lan cultivators shu! fom fot to oot, bowing their heads lo, 
neither daring to rie nor move 

“Why werent you there the boy, Yu Rong, steamed, voice breaking off atthe end “Had you been there maybe. 
maybe.” 

(Lan Wang had screamed as well when Lan Xichen ad come to tll him about Wet Ying’ death, He did't remember 
ithe had asked Xichen why he had gone If he had been aware enough to ateuate dhe pln that hal lashed through 
him i any ocher way than a bestia, sepulehral ey) 


‘Ye Ron's ees were sed ashe looked up at him “Ir Hanguang Jun had gone, maybe my mother would not haye ad odie” 


His fiends glanced fearfully at Lan Wang} and the rate Lan culdvatrs surrounding them, hands ightening around 
‘Ws Rong cathe, eying to calm hime dow “Rong! You ca talk to «senor Uke cat” 


Another one added, Pleas forgive hen, Hanguang. Jun!” 
Lan Wang stayed silent. 

ON Ye Hong cried. “Hanguang:Jun so nobleand strong, a hero ofthe Sunshot eampaiga! Where were you then?” 
‘What was there to answer? 


Sleeves Napping — something fll out ~ Lan Wangs turned and walked stay. Ou through the wide opon gates of the 
place he had ordered so many tobe beaten, his back burning again Uke had ast been layed open. He walked nti 
be coulda ear the howl of tage the morning yong maa wis easing out of hls throat and cou fel the eyes a a 
those peesent burning hin, 


le was the Mowers that did isn in, Spring was a 


a . 
sme of eit Te bern nde hse ere oe 

deny bubed in warm lig, an he sll ore Ve 7 

fate Oactapeied alogae oe reget f 

trai wasted song ie wendbarely lu S = 
Teedas ites nd shame Monmcd songs a 

thehelebren, 


"Wha was thereto snswer? That the people were inncent: hat = BA 


‘he saved the man he loved-that he di eat he thought was eght; that 
the world iseold and cruel and unjust; tha the sets ied many that day 


That he had been a coward? 


He wake further 


to ill them that head been too weak: that head seen the catastrophe approach but had ben 
‘unable to prevent i that farm hoes made for easy cutting when faced wits hero swords: that anyone 
raising theirsvords against Wet Ying would have been met with Bichen? 


Ha boats broke the lee underfoot, sounding tke lags exploding ina brazer One hot, ane cold — both 
pala 


‘When he entered his clasroom on the following dal dhe children's faces were set in stoneand Lan 
Wang! satel Did they hear about what had happened in the ancestel hall 


They would Mave had ta. Everyone ad. 
Would they despise him, knowing he had not aay een the paragon of morality and justice he was 


‘What was there to ansver? That he should ave followed the rules; hat he would noc have been able \ 


now at Woh teelBerayed the Ws Reng and so many wer Like hae snc? * 
eld he caren ba appli? Unt songar af Lan ln appre dace lena 
toring the ay they Ste smear Hanging un? Retort hatha an Wang ena wos hae . 
tt od dagen canner? 
Thithme bed et run aay He wen toto hs in lent when he waly woud have rete ik 


pls and hs heart twisted wien A an got up. There was something clenched on is hands 
Lan Wang exhaled and looked down at his students offering aside the pay hand was a slighily dirty 
turmboo tbe rsmelled of helleboes: grief and wrath and reget 
“Lap aos, you dropped this yesterday. Us students were naughty and went co get lt hack” A Yuan's clear vice 
ang. 
And now, aceptance 
‘The children id not know what happened back then, bu they believed in him It was the naive deli of eildhood, 
‘youth bestowed knighthoods making thei milk eu shine ike polished swords, They would brandish wooden swords 


high and proclaim proudly the immediate censorship of any and each ting daring to exist ouside of the narrow road 
that belt hee wore 


Ie yas asset as it was sour. Tny tyrants wth even Unler hands and the ies open mindedness, which he vas too 
weak toapurn. 


But they had ime co learn, and he time to teach. 
Ad they had ne to teach, and he had te olen 


The very ar seems stagnant, clinging to lang Cheng’s shoulders Ikea musty, damp claak He shits on the sts. Beside 
hin, Nie Hiuaisang looks up, eyes meng hie briefly before clouding back over nto thelr utual middledtance gaze 
Jang Cheng kaon, sl, at he's watching 


“What ist?" Husa 


says soll 
ang Cheng buf “Yur ar-condones taht” 


“Oh, and that's ny fll,” Hualsang says warmly: His smile has wound its way onto his face slowly unobtrusively, 
and now iss there lending an amicable ews his lips everything about Huaisang, wears ts own getle sie, and 
“Jang Cheng leans back into the sofa wih a igh His bones ache. Huaisangs turned slightly towards him, and hes 
‘wearing anol, rauy Tshirt and short rather than the culvatr’s robes he insists upon donning in public these ate how 
he'says Idan’ care enough lo pretend around you. ang Cheng n etura, offers his sighs, his scowl, and lets mse go 
boneless ashe melts into Huaisangs aay old couch, makes a home of Husisang’s cheap, rly apariment. 


The conversation diet a quickly as it was boon Marne guering out 


(Huaisang confessed, one, that he hed the rains, the humidity, the imperfections. Because felt more ike 
something he could deserve: the st led eulvator it hs fly line the boy who could ao save his Mlustious bres, 
the soft-edged child who fll from grace asthe fled bei of his ancestry. ang Cheng had thought of his own fling, 
‘which eroyide even the at the eds of his iso, led like jabbesing voices in his periphery, an thei elas over is 
Skin ke physical things —he was never quite fee of flure even when he had thrown hiesel so tery int his wn job 
‘hat his muscles fee made of lead — and told Huaisang that he understood) 


“Tvegot busy fucking week Jang Cheng says, by way of making conversation He's not looking forward tot — 
Jan Cheng has never bees one for looking forwards He kes to fel the present go rusty atound hin, o dra ls agers 
‘and teeth trough the viscous stagnance that hist; to sink deeper and deeper into rot ashe waits and wal, for 
‘brute who will never ome home. “in Groups saying some rogue faction wants to takeover the docks as kind of 
arguing chip?” 


nother of his mannerisms, one lang Cheng knows painfully well because 
‘whether they like lor nt ls of tht in, forever in ther brobers! shadow, 
tetng here inthis city for some meeaph ‘once. Thea he had 
‘un ou af energy fr hatred, and in that hollow space, famiarity had rep in and made ts de, and something akin to 
lfecsion had taken rot, ike dandelion bulbs that had ye to ower "heard about that.” Huaisang sys, ight, alebeaded, 
everything that used to set Jang Cheng’ vet on edge: now its almost a conor. “AW, sn? Tha hey think they 
‘an jst ake things hel one 


Weal do that Jang Cheng says eeably 
“Well” Huaisang say. “A least youre statesancsoned” 
‘Hang Cheng ells his eyes“ dott get what you're oa about, half the time 


Hualsang cters honestto the gods and it sends the begisnings of annoyance prcklingehrough Jang Ch 
blood: he Hates that fucking sound He's pretty sue is fake — Huasing loves doing tha, pcking up new masks at 
thedrop ofa hat and discarding them the neat momen, fro reason other than the social game oft Tricky bastard, 
elles a ef 


Well? Huaisang sas aly, “Yella Yao hello for me, the nest time you see him 1 would so Joveto hear how he's doing” 
Theresa suange venom 1 Bis tone; easy wo brush of as meaningless. 

Jang Cheng sighs “Veuh, whatever” At hat, Huaisng’s smile broadens, aight, playful thing out of place inthe dusty 

liters ia his eyes Almnout makes ang Cheng want v look closer, ts eles an endeavour a that would 

r results He's made of so many layer of liter and laughter that, ang Cheng 
supposes he's forgotten dheres supposed to be substance underneath) As Jang Cheng blinks, Huaisang turns away 
checking hie watch befly, before drawing himself out inte a oog stretch His Tahir sides up, exposing a alver af is 
‘oud belly familiar carve; a second late, he catches Jang Cheng looking and eases an eyebeun 


‘ang Cheng Mushes His phone wihates, thea; he fumbles fb icin his pocket, hands made clumsy by embarrassment 
fonda layer ef shame — Jang Cheng knows shame ike a ald fendi ves in his bones makes ahome of hs 
‘muscles, withes under hi shi)" work he says brusquely, and Wis. “Something's come up” 


“An, well Huaisang says His sil doesnot falter: “Tse you around” 


“Yeah, whatever Jang Cheng sys and stands snatching up his jacket Husisng watches him go; when the door elses 
ter hm, Huaisang i elt suing there i dhe dul light, waiting Always waiting ang Cheng knows the feeling; he has to 
getto work. 


Meng Yao meets him at the strikingly empty atrium wo East Side Muscum, blsterigly on dine as he's nat the son of 
the father he pretends not clam, jing Cheng wears street clothes and discomfort. is clivator's res ace a shield 
fafsorts albeit one made of much pomp and no substance; under thei subtle weight he feels comfortable squaring his 
shoulders to bear them, foes as though he might havea chance at belng enough Thowe robes si faded neatly on chake 


4 


ln his bedroom, probably damp by nw fom dis j 
supld goddamas heatwave and it sweaty sale ae ti 
He hadot beea home before he vised Huaisang 

The al inthe ate i sticky with bursty, 
and Meng Yao bustles upto him with eyes wide as 
Saucepans Jiang Cheng for his part, had had quit enough of 
that ac afler the Nie Mingjue murder case and rapidly dees oi ow.) "Many 
spologiesculuvator lng," he says "buts uagent.” 


tn Jang Cheng eh 
sea are Ey oe tt — a ou id ss iy 

sorte etre oie 
‘eeiehoosindane Gg wee ivaatannene ocoginbmtscnt Gantigtine YS 


sco only Gna ptt hed Jury Cheng huppine her ies oeed Beappied toemyesog acing WO 

ite evenge pose pS fang Cheng has aay wore mala ogee a 

shoves himself into the boxes of his duty abraaely He will ake himself enough if makes him bleed. \ 
“Oru be ys ly, loving Meng Yo sero th sem t 
1s edn cramped wen ik th dt Meng Yo wher ae a helen et in 

tet fbi res pay ary ape wont tyre wor ug Cheng een kt he 

tircoanp Anda cerning A cae ohana oe empey of ree cvunet/e. aepey 

‘aera a amen ad op Dasa 


“Spring Flowers” Jang Cheng says Meng Yao nods * 
‘A rubed figure glides into fame; ang Cheng is painfully conscious of the absence of his own. Long, 

_samoured hase tumbles across he igure’ back, withthe signature graininess of enchantment caught 

fi camera — is almost fait for a momen, hal recogaseable in silhouette. They turn towards the 

‘mera, hand-painted mask almost glowing in he gloom ofthe display oom, snd give a shallow, mocking 

tom 


They draw a long, rectangular object fom one of ther sleeve; although i too dark to make out the 
details the inca glowing patterns twining afound age almost beacons in the gloom. Jang Cheng 
nlfenhe knows the style Whatever the object actually i the inscriptions — likely nigh invisible when 
fot in use — have made ino a seertoken, chose arcane amplifiers used by culvatrs exceeding themselves Only one 
Sethovtse in the iy has the resoures to create therm these days The igure sketches charseers tthe al wth ts tp, 
lnserutable through the video, and Jang Cheng tense, 

Light snakes fom the token and ensaars the display case; the glass shatters ad the figure picks thee way unharmed 
rough the broken shards ltering the geound Gloved, they scoop up Speing Flowers and glide back the way they came 
The vdeo ends there, whether because dhe clips over or the intruder somehow cut the cameras cher way, Meng, Yao 
reaches over and presses the sereen closed, lis pursed, wating 

“Welle prompes 

“Liao where they enchanted the roken”Jlang Cheng matiers He feels, rationally, gully: 

Meng Yao makes that sinuous, moulded smile. “Don't tke 10 long," he cautions “This artefact belongs to the Maseum, 


nd must be found quielly 
“hey Jang Cheng’ already out the doo. 


The seehouse isa sekety place on fanshe Road inthe southeast Chinatown ofthe ety. balcony curl around ike 
a ibbon; banners and hand-painted signs cluster he mulicolouredbarnacles upon its walls. slender figure with an 
‘most ageless face, palehaied, ands bythe narzow saitease upto the main dor and they tae directly at and theough 
Tang Cheng as though he is eveything and nothing at once. As though they see everything about him, his rsted past 
and misty fare and dusty, lvitable present Asif they find l teey uniteresting, 

He duck his ead and squares hi jaw, making he way quickly upties and falling into. how thas a prfunctary as 
posible withous being dereapecf The cers ofthis place deserve his reverence ard more, bu he's painfilly conscous 
fthis time constraint The ser by the dooe makes a aoise under their breath but moves aide Hestandy, Jang Cheng 
ses and pushes his way dough the door 

Inside, the serhouse i thick with what looks like smoke, thousand eolouts twisting together lke something 
tout ofa fever dream Here and there stand figures —sers — shrouded isthe muted psychedelia, every one ol the 
yes ted on ang Cheng, He can't see the souseeof the smoke, knows there is none — he has come ws the seers 
for answers before, though he does ike to think about They are noc quite eulivators, but cary the weight of 2 
different power 

He cleats his that "One of you" he declares “enchanted a token on whic I need information cam shah the iil 
sofia business 


“On comes voice fom within the hae, “e;Cheng, we hnow why you're here Weall remember you" 
His jw tghtens “That's ierelovant” 


‘Ta his lef an old woman lips thrvgh the aroha, he hate wispy and ple her frame stooped snd li; her eyes bore 
lnuo his “We have ben waiting for you, she says clearly. Her voice resound, suiking and ich as thunder “Don shink 
‘oma bil Jus isten™ 

‘The smoke pin around them, Listen, the room echoes. Jang Cheng gelmaces, hue knows he gave up any power to 
sdisent the moment he stepped lata the oem, 


“The Flowers” murmurs another seer ang Cheng cannot see, from within a cloud af pale smoke the enlour of| 
_geians He affons “They hold the fin glamours in place. Now they have been taken, the glatnours wil fall” 


“These are no ylamours” Hang Cheng barks, 
Listen 

Now dhe ty see of them” murmurs the eldest seer smile fin, “a storm i coming. Things are righting themselves” 
fees lke aurea, veiled in smoke and sik “I would do anything for this dy.” Jang Cheng says abrupely, rudely 
“The seated ser murmurs, “We aren't the treat” 


"So would your brother have," adds tll slender ser violet smoke writhes about them, “And look how the ety 
‘thanked him. You never served the people Cheng — your jo serves the glamours” 

es accusatory Jang Cheng beste “I would have dane anything fo hin," he insists ray eee; the smoke all around 
sire faster. Relng here brings up bad memoria He can fee the energy woven through everything. glktring like 


individ the ey smoke Whe siting 
Coruna When he breathes he cough Mn 


‘Weeathed in smoke, he imagines, or remembers, 
Hluasangr one hat dusty night last year, the ai 
conditioner ratling, eyes bright with unahed teas 
(Tm a eer” Hualsang sald dismissively, but is true anguish 
‘was nearstlent — the tears never fll only hovered there ike expensive 
pearls)" would have done anything for him.” Huaisang had murmured tothe empty vom. 
Jiang Cheng, present inadequate, had made a husky noise ia the back of his throat — haf hearted 
sympathy. They were alike eeause they were alone They would have done anyibing, but there Was 
‘othing they could do, 
‘ang Cheng fels supercharged, made of lightning, a static eeatae. He blinks, hardy 10 \ 
‘ground hiselfin the seerhouse. a! 
“You! find the artefact easly enough” sys the youngest seer, smiling “Just ry dhe place where your 
loved onesie, He's wating” 
“You'd beter be going, Sandu Shengshou.” the eldest of the seers says, her wispy hale and wile frame 
striking in thei justapsiion vo her clea, sonorous vice. "You belang tothe it, stn oi" 
‘Cull pickle dhe way up Jang Cheng’ ars, race down his spine “Thank you,” he says, and bows — 
suff and uncoordinated, like a eld The ae tastes charged, and somehow torn 
‘The place where your loved ones wait That smoke, that mite voice. The cemetery’s onthe southside 
‘fy hes at fa and he hnows precsly ho il be waiting foe him « 


He bolts The hair on the buck of his neck stands to attention, baby sof adult. weary. 


‘Wind ambi among he rs, earth the cemetery lightning fork coma dy bean 
Weighty elude ry tro the ay plnging they no darkness odin with avery sung 
‘phd boncen height and he adr a shineing, tearing border — he rm some 2 
tour, coming undone OL een, date ant wih blr lin the ences an au craggy hall { 
Shadow lang Cheg pres But theres gg ng leading him omar srmething 

Bright and nev snd rl and thera moment he cantly bute draw hn though te gate, eed 
No n'a nding rote among the graven There re, yt, bt the wd ha tyed wih te ion gi ef ot 
lod pil lps by tpt rr dead bmg hy ong aera grav 

Huaisang and lar alibe bcnse wo are alone Orphaned. The ast of ter lblingn We! Waslan isin bding, out 
of cech Nc Mingh  dead and Hussing has wep on jang Cheng shoulder about baer. no body o Bury, no 
Clonre oly tha agrant oonpresent gre that can aver be hake Lightning caus strange ahadows acon he 
The str ising Hang Cheng unenoored, uncer, and yet natal 

‘Achill of certany i abso nis stomach and el him through he aormonsed ar ptchy with 
col spo and hui through he steady sear of laves tearing reo thr branches to ply drep onthe 
graves He kno who as aken the arta He think ofthe venom a Hussang’ wl, he way traded Meng, 
{re'Sname in ol, and wonders why He presses om vesving mong he gavin, alec, he has given 
tught to Buslnng range fire bie rin the pt ha quill rent something revi 


his thinking about it Disinterest, he'd supposed, Boredom, Huasang was well known to inspire those things. Now, 
though — as strange halffesh alr wheels around him ina storm no-one predicted — he realises as sun through 
lous asthe dan of spring, There nasa glamour there It's gone n0% 

‘The Jn had not wanted anyone to think 10 hard about— 


ang Cheng turns a corner Ther, looming fram the strange half igh, sa gravestone lager tha ie, engraved with 
anal lowing fanly, an oflering resting at is hase. Nie Mingjue it reads fang Cheng had noc haown his parents and 
"Huasany’sbreer were buried in he same cemetery, under the same earth. There was a glamour over tis grave: Jang 
(Cheng ean eet slipping aveay ke a fallen vl 

“The offering bs Spring Flowers Of course 

His litle too dead vo regroy Huaisang' voice comes from behind Hang Cheng, weighty in the way e's often not, 
appropeately sombre — with an edge of wry aceptance, gee dalled by ime. Jung Cheng doesn’ eed io turn. Huaisang, 


draws loser anyway Falls into place at his side. There the two of them stand, Alike in fallen gee, in everything they 
ever wanted ta be 


“Vou wok it” Jang Cheng says sti: Above him, clouds steak past Hs mind fels shrouded in seer smoke 
Asorented, hazy, bt clearing slowly, leaving te wisdom ints wake 


“Everything else could use afresh start.” Huaisang says Without looking, he places an objet in Jing Cheng’ hand a 
dark, ose fan, inseebed wih frie sig 


‘ang Cheng stiffens He recognise fhm the Footage: Huaisang neve darn well he would “You di. ofthis” 


Mm” Huaisung alfects disinterest. Even without examining his face ang Cheng knows him well enough, now to fel 
les atitee Uke a pysial touch 

His jw works. “You ktew Pd come” 

“Avent you gong to tr to stop me?” Is teasing, but beneath it — rooted, like dandelion bulb, fatienately far — 
‘sa hin of genuine hesitancy. Husinang cares, truly, how Jang Cheng reacts. And plenty of things have already been 
‘sproated toy. 

“Tink he says, searching forthe sight words, "you — you might be ight about the fesh starts” He clears his throat 
furiously “The sters mentioned in glamour” 

There's an exhale from Jang Cheng’ ght, breath flooding into the alike reli Without looking, Hang Cheng digs a 
epreachfl elbow into Hualsang’ssde relishes the olended yelp he receives is return. 

‘The wo af them stand in an empty cemetery The wind piehs up. 

Meng Yao Lilled my brother” Huaisang says, matteo fac, “and dat want anyone vo know” Jang Cheng glances 
right: Hualsang’s wearing the sume robes as the figure from the vide, but his fae exposed, shadowed, expressionless, 
He gazes atthe gave ik he's oo tied to fig altheadedness Like his, solemn, sll, hes transformed Free of 
_lamours, ang Cheng supposes, magical or aa 

He's always hated secrets, Huaisang, st seems, has been heepng them 


hie, 


So the glamour are breaking now” Jang Cheng sya There's bane deep rightness to Hualeang’s accusation: feels 
as though he's always known sas though only sorcery was Keeping him from stumbling upon the tah “And the ty 
wll — wl eal” 


“They had rather adverse effet on the f/ 4 * 
population” Huaisang says He glances towands 
any, Chen, meeting his eyes briefly, dashing, 4 — 


tintin gin enya ye <= 
es 2 
ok 


“Keep dreaming,” Jang Cheng mumbles, Bat he auppones 
Hluassang eight. "Fine I won't" He fumbles, ad glances towands the fn now 
clutch in hi fis. “Team ay T could find — 

"You found me Huaisang sas, smiling more broadly nov“ overpowered you, but you wrested my. 
weapon ftom my grasp and escaped Certainly you were very heroic” 


bs giggling. There they ae, to led leftovers — Jang Cheng cat help but hu his own laugh 
Despite everything, despite his misgivings, despite the seeet, he vel draws back fam his, and he 
ideally do anydhing at all, except place hs wast in Huasang Who, by all accounts, does at deserve 
ik Who hae to hie, cems, for years Who lstanding by hi side, sharing hi laughter nthe mda of © SEY 
seometiry, thei shared joy Uke slight breaking through the clouds 

‘And then it does above them. Air fuses dhrough the cemetery: fels pure. Like breathing fresh air 
forthe fs tie in ving enemory 

An? Huaisang murmurs, and ls his face tothe sliver of blu shy, eyes Mtering closed 

The wind that Muses around them i ool almost breathtaking thing, when Jang Cheng opens is 
‘mouth to reply he tases rangipant and magnolia, heady lac dist jasmine Were — not tow different, « 
ln this Fr all that Jiang Cheng has devoted years to a hatred of secrets, honesty a stange and almost 
‘uel thing to serve The words have ested deep in his bell ad pu down root and he i tearing up cod of 


‘ang Cheng rll his eyes, juvenile 1 eels good to indulge the pettiness: moment later, Huaisang \ 


‘ath and Stomach ining ashe sis them out Sl he says them,“ sorry about your bother” ‘ 
Huaisang casts shadowed glance a the headstone behind them, then melts back into play (IF too 

Jat: Jang Cheng knows aisle more about the way he watches, nov. Secrets for honesty. fie ead, ad 

Jang, Cheng can handle keping a fe) “Let's get out of here” Huaisang says ashing a smile “We can : 


lalkabout the rest ofl later t 


The tres scattered throughout the cemetery are blooming brighter now: more flowers than lang Cheng, 
‘nove hoe to name Huaising might kaa Jang Cheng resolves to ask He wil ask more of Huanang he 
thinks and ase les, 


‘The wo af them tur away from the cemetery The future is wang, fle all, and the sunlight is bight 


Shue 


“Ave you sue, Wen Ning? Wel Wusian asks ashe clutches at Wen Ning's hand “You dont have 1, you know You. 
could stay’ im sure would be okay. We would gure i aut Lan Zhan can talk to the Elders for you The’ Usten 10 
him. They have to you kaw, he's in charge! At leat until ZewacJun i back, and he'l definitely let you stay, Pn sure 
fi Yous. you dane have tga” 


‘We Ning tles smile at hen, is face stiff ast pulls a the corners. “Tim sure," he says “I's okay, We gona 
want co gar 


‘Wet Wusian's mouth snaps shut at shat,a strange watery lok in his eyes, It makes something ia Wen Ning waves, 
to question himself, to wonter if he really has to leave aly — 


Only there are things Wen Ning needs to da 


“Tha you, Wet gongzi” Wen Ning says, bowing deeply to len Wei Wusian makes a startled sound of protest and 
tsi to pull hima up bythe elbows. 


“Stop that! You dant need to —" 
“And you.as well, Hanguang Jun," Wen Ning continues “For everyting you've done” 
‘Won Ning.” Wel Ying says, hs voleethek * 

No” Wen Ning agrees sing from his bow. Its not goodbye” 


“owt sound so i 


just for now, right? I's aoe goodbye” 


I has heen fourteen yeas since Wen Ning dled. 
Fourteen yent since he was brought back, 

Fourteen years since the Busi Mounds, 

Ic has been one yar since Wet Ving ealled to hie and Wen Ning regained control of his nd, 


‘At fist, Wen Ning had felt oaly confusion. It had been like a waking dream, excep the dream had been dark and 
empty and filed with voles that whispered nothing words to him; an eternity af belog born and dying aver and over 
‘yin ul his memories had spun away and lft Men blank A story that had been uae, 


‘And then, he awoke in an unfamiliar place and recognized nothing. Knew nothing, He looked out ata world 
twisted with darkness and buzzing with voles nobody seemed to hear and was told thatthe was real 


‘And then, the fog cleared. The world cosesced into its true shape and Wen Ning looked around and found 
With the eoafusion burned away, He flr something new. 


He fat angry. 


He i filled with fire. His throat clnches around a blaze af words that he swallows dawn again and again until his 
belly burns 


nis why he has to gto walk ackward through the ashes oPhis fe tun over the coals and 


nd where the ce lives 


‘The meadow grasses sway; thelr heavy heads howed low, reverent a the foot of the mountain, cossing sed in the wind 
‘Wen Ning catches them in his hal, memories blooming fom the morass of his fe before His feet hnove the was 
following the ghosts who walk in sllence at his flank until he arives, at lat at a lesion of pink and purple Mowers 
that cut though the belly ofthe Gel. 
‘They are beautiful Bruise-colored and familiar, pale pink that sipens into a purple so darkit is nearly black. He 


Sects, his knees landing inthe dip of hs memory. his hands hot with shame where he held Wet Ying down, olden 
light spilling out thin to burn asear of lowers Tata the Land. 


He thought then that, for all dhe horror of what they were doing, twas right Hle thought that, when Wel Ving 
ashe for things i was ght to give them to len 

He was wrong. He sees now that Wet Ying will sk fr things that hurt im. That Wen Ning will. again and aga, 
snswer thecal a destruction witha heart filed with love 40 blind and being that ieould spill aver and leave 
‘wounds dhat Wet Ying will hide avay,aeat sinking off to lek ther a the dark 

‘Wen Ning preses his hands into the ground where they sipped Wei Ying in two, Nowers crushed beneath his 
palms He does aot sigh or breathe deeply around the shame that hollows him out He doesnot have breath to give 
fo-adness Instead, he plucks« purple flower witha promi. He was ignorant, then, co thnk the price of saceiee 
was Wel Ving’ alone to pay He has learned better He has learned that joy can not be snatched back fom an alla of 
penance: thee is no sneaking into the temple to steal away an olfering already claimed. 


‘Wen Ning holds the ower gently and promises to remember. 


en Ning oso ion purl if TO ENN 
peg errant pie ghee P = 
the falas ofa liga thas Wel Mog gpvees Bien 4 


before his departure. 


“ln case you run into any trouble” he'd sid, without = €.4 


farther explanation. 


‘Wen Ning teeasures the sentiment the talleman represents, the lave expressed though ~ 
ctnabar, and knows he will not use } 
He pases through Vling The town has hardly changed over the years Sil dusty: Sul filled with 
bard people wearing the tick fee of poverty and hardship. And ye, life goes on, Bright, burbling 
laughter spills from the mouth of an alley A young woman as gray as stone lens agatnst the wall, \ 
‘small eld grabbing Ratfuls of her hale and gigaling as he shoves them Inte his mouth. 
nT 


Outed of Wing, he make is way toward he looming blck mountn beyond, the world 
sounds differen the ar grows thik wih whispered pleas and Jad fae hiner i thea and Wen 
Ning ade inact whinge wasn making is prticcar plows 

The Hail Mounds welome hn ore with eager hands tha alip over isin ke snake 
Iennkog epi nt ep le Tay mn th tet wl pert eaint Maslak 
fling ies hollow a den The reset energy ta olds hn together sewers back a 
tounticeat of opel engin, 

‘tthe top ofthe mountain, where once ther shabby homes had nested shoulder eo ahoulder for 
arith inthe dar, there nothing Only binckened shadows rot int stone whee once Genny Py 
‘Wen and Aan had shared a beds tan Only erp rows ah whee once they had iabored a he 
rosy eal bliog sed opto grow 

The resentment churn around bim a he stands amongst the rune where hs family ba scraped \ 
topes th pace af hereon and cla cx tw ieh eoathing gu 

The world doesn't want oe changed, hough In aking the Rail Mounds fr gelees, the 
werd fo mery they ha asked oo tach Wes Ning had escaped death an accepted the poe { 
Tepplons fat tome rb ya gn ets he Sot hay hoped i Mars ash 
coldteep 


He has A‘uan, He has Wel Ving Ie is enough, 


eis enough. 
‘Wen Ning approaches the mouth of Demon Subduing Palace, dust clutching a the her of hls robes as though 
could drag himn back into the rave, Outside the mouth ofthe cave, he aces them — eating in the pool of cleansed 
‘water bright beacons in che gray world, ae the white petals of dezen lotus Rowers. 
That night, Wen Ning stays inthe Burial Mounds, sting atthe edge ofthe pool. He doesnot sleep — he never 
sleeps — but he listens to dhe spits that cal the place home as they speak to hie even in death of the ache in thelr 
‘omtachs and thelr hunger. 


ln the morning, he wades into the lotus poo 


plucks several plants out by the roots, taking bag from his pack 


and placing ther inside 

[ack dow the mountain, he finds his way ta Wing, his robe collar pulled high around his throat, hs hat wted 
low over his eyes 

He find them quickly 

On a corner, in coarse hes wearing thin around the elbows, ls the young woman bouncing the baby on her knee 
Her dark hairs ied back eghtly, more practical than elegant, afew sea sind tucked behiad her ears us the baby 
(gabe at them, 

She looks up as Wen Ning approaches, her eyes sharp and bright, even narrowed as they are with distrust She 
shifts, binging the eld closer to her chest "He's coming back” she says, sharp and proud 

‘Wen Ning stops a safe distance away so as not to scare her Slowly he teaches into his bag and withdraws the Lous 
plants, the foots weapped ina damp cloth for safekeeping, "Put them isthe water” Wen Ning says “They're strong, 
nd the seeds are sweet They grow almost anywhere” 

The woman says nothing ashe places them on the ground between them. Wen Ning considers, then bends low 
again and pluck a single flower head and places icin hs pocket before he eies and walk ava. 


‘The wind whips over Qionga} Path as Wen Ning stares down atthe now empty valley, green and yellow where 
tne weeds feed on the bodies a his people and the men who murdered them. The grasr waves to hin ikea fiend 
beckoning fram a distance; like family calling him home wo rest his head beneath the ear, held saug bythe soot 
athungey Dower. 

The sun burns The tops of lower heads brown beneath land thelr uhorny talks catch on Wen Ning’ tubes as 


he makes his way through the path, clutching at him ike beggars He feels nahin a8 they snag on the skin of hs 
sites and tear a hi, 


clouds for caver He 


He has nothing to give them Wen Ning cannot bid the aun to burn lest 
cannot wanimon water ta quench the drooping flower’ thie 


sy, nor ask th 


Tastead, he sls, tele sun-erisp petals crunching into fragile ash Beneath bien, 

“Around him, the valley buzzes with summer insects deawn forth as the sun makes is slow arc and burns orange 
light into dhe western edge ofthe sky. Inside his chest, Wen Ning fels an answer to the blazing horizon, an ansWer to 
the chil ofthe evening breeze, und then... nothing. 

Beneath the darkening shy amidst the bugs and wilting Mowers, atop remains of lost kin, Wen Ning finds himself 
ln a world with no place for him. The dead rest and the living ive, and Wen Ning... Wen Ning sis inthe valley 
‘where he died and finds che root of his re. 

Teds here inthis place where his ight went out, where he laid down with family and thought that at least, 
was peace athe end af violence, 

But then. But chen there was darkness that tore into the wound in his chest, dat clawed ts way in and made space 
and spread is cold roots through him. It gouged black rivers to his, poured out of him, ad inthe end there was no 
peace He woke, and his sister embraced him, cried into his shoulder as he wrapped his arms around head he tld 
Fimse tha his was worth. But Wen Ning was a bade, and the uighter Wen Qing held him, Ube deeper he ext he: 


‘Wen Ning is angry: He lies back as dark spills inte the shy and, as though he can slice his arms Ubough tlme and 


pd backward Uke a hoa in water, Wen Ning 7 
loses his eyes and imagines a diferent world. A ti 
‘world where he bad fallen tothe ground inthis 

Spot and never moved again. Award where We 

Ying had not pulled hin back and run resentment 
lng his edges like a whetstone along a kale, 

He doesnt knw how long he les there, Lang enough for grass co curve 
between his fingers na bi fr light? Long enough for him to sink into the earth and fr the 
‘lower seeds to send weakfingerel ots into the round belore raising red faces the sun Uke 
Aowers aver a grave? 


Ning les 


“OF course, Qlanbe* Lan Shu uy, returning his smile gently 


‘Wen Ning sts up, looking around himself atthe valley Ii daylight again. The sun feels softer t 
today he wind quieter The elds are fll yith blooms of shimmering ea 


Why di you want co meet here, une?" Lan Slahul ask, looking out and seeing the emptiness 
shar stgetehice around ther 


“There ate spirits here who need to tes,” Wen Ning says “What do you remember? 


Ried * 
‘That ight Lan Sul sep, Wen Nig lps aay deeper ithe vile They hd done good work 
stray ogame a ppg ene i te doen Mg ed tan ln Ase dort " 
‘mealies estar es ng ayer rey eae erie omeceny nua compe icy 
Mad Es we ste ar bal lim Vers ners ig so wliog ov egy caer nae a A 
ane papal } 


‘So Wen Ning told him of how Wen Popo had ted bien to her back. OF ov he had woven him a hat 
of geass to shield him from the sun, Of how Unele Four used to tell him storia when he ered. He did 
‘at tll hie that Wen Popo would hide him beneath her robes when guards got too close, oF how feat 
Janced their hears whenever he evied for fear of what those guaeds might do 

He told Lan Sishu stoves of how he was loved before he was Lan. Of the litle bay who was a Wen and how, to 
his fmily, he was sunlight that Bled them with calor and hope back when these eis were oaly gray. 

‘Wen Ning walks deeper and deeper into the valley until, suddenly, he stopa, having reached the place chat burns 
the hottest Here, inthe dip between two bl, a low wide bowl inthe land overflowing with dark red azaleas that 
‘ipple lke Lquid in the mountain wind 


‘This he knows, was the place that started. The place where Wen Ning died. 
He wades in, leting the flowers cateh his hands and drag the anger out af him. 
He died here. But this is also the place where his family cook an orphaned boy, kait them 


ives tight around him, 


and saved him. Their lve had been enough, had left behind prins deep enough for others to nd and wep into 
then they were gone. 


What do you have in your hands, Qlanbel 
“Cound some flowers in the feds, Would you like ane?” 


Tere are people in Dafan,agsi, 
They are unfamiliar people. There ate no noses he recognizes, ar smiles that tug higher on the lft side the way 
Awa dace, 
Lan Sizhui goes to find them a oom, Wen Ning opting to walk the market — it wil be easier for hin to find a 
room fora good peice without Wen Ning there. 
cis smal village, nothing like he remembers. Or peshaps it only seemed big to im when he was child Maybe 
st only scerns small when people turn down alleys and press themselves into shop dooce as Wen Ning passes 
His eyes deft aver the village, and he doesnot realize what he ts looking for uni his eyes snag on a string af 


fale characters on a book ia a shop display His fet carry him forward and he finds bins ia the store, 2 book 
sf medicine in his hands 


“How much s this? he asks, acing Mager over te lines, 

The shopkeeper looks at himn — his eyes linger on the black veins that vine up his neck and on the bloodless ly 
pallor of his skin The left edge of his mouth twitches, an echo of smile “Take i,” he says “No cost” 

That night, as Lan Sihut sleeps, Wen Ning sits inthe dark and reads. The words ae suf and pointed and peck 
like thorns behind his eyes, Os pechaps, lke shining silver needles. 

‘As the night begins 1o thin toa gray ticle through the slated shutters, as Lan Sizhu ste, Wen Ning takes each 
‘Nower he caries with him and tucks them between the pages of the book witha promise ta remember, 


Ge Gil Of (pring, 
Ge Gift of lime 


Through th winter, offerings at Pugl Shrine steadily dwindle Xie Lian expected realy The harvest hast been 
bind and the villagers need to think of themselves rt. He does’ mind; hit San Lang's faith ks more than enough to 
‘eep him at fll power, Besides e's glad to see them priottsing their own well. He takes rasa sign they arene 
scared of him abandoning ther, 


‘Nic Lian spends most ofthe winter in Ghost City, pampered and spoiled bythe warmth of Paradise Manor The 
ghosts don't mind the cold but even so, they happiy at up wares with furs OF. questonahle origin for everyone 
to enjoy: Days passin a gentle quit, aso slepiness lingering on the aie For once, Xie Li finds himself able to 
spprecate i He spends long hours in the cap al, relishing in having food and shelter He walls along the stalks ot 
SiS in their garden, marveling at hs luck, and each day Hua Cheng places sol coat over his shoulders. Somehow, 
he always only eealizes those things looking back an then. How long hast been since he didn't have wo worry about 
winter? Since he eould wall ino de streets and aat worry about being able to find a place text from the clr 


Lost inthe lively atmogpre, Xie Lan does see much of Pu residents, When he does — cleaning the shrine ar 
collecting scraps — theyre ged and pale skin sunken ft hunger and the Biting cold. Silla kinda ever, hong 
Sonmeimes peaple change when the circumstances are ough, he knows that better than anyone Seeing tha aa be the 


case isa reli especially with how helpless Xie Lian fels everytime he sees them. He's grate for dhe husband he can 
tafe in Hiss Cheng Istens as he always does, attentive when Xie Lian speaks and gulck to take hie mind off things 

‘As always in winter, the prayers all ake a similar ‘one The villagers don't ask for much, For what they do request, 
hough, Xe Lian can do Ite: Despite everything, he at his core, a martial god, He can't make the spring come 
{quleker or the days grow warmer And he's not that naive youth who thought single action could stop aa avalanche 
tlther He mentions once, when ane o he farmers aaa how he lashes cleaning the shlne. 

“wish I could do mare” he sya. He fel a bit guilty, knowing that as acon ashes done, hel go back home to 
warmth and food, and they will have o sayin the cold. The farmer laughs his wore off, though 


“Your Xiao Hua sneaked us more firewood agua, thinking we wont notce. Ths nothing, daozhang: You should've 
seen the winter fve years ago! Ie dia’ let off until twas neatly urnmertime!” 


‘The talk with che farmer, combined with Hua Cheng’ efforts, does make ira fel better He makes sure to shower 
bis hishand with Kimes upon his return toa. Hua Cheng deserves to know hw tauch he's apeedated. 


Lully, as harsh as the winter can las forever, although i toys with them on is dying breath. The weather 
turns warm and Mowers Bloom, only 10 be szed by ce agai, leaving them weak Each te i's lite les severe and 
slowly but surely, Xe Lian watches the world wake up again. The vallagers leave dels homes more often, exhaustion 
fn thei faces slowly giving way to hope. Xie Lian spends that time fing up the arine, or — more often than not — 
‘udmiring Hua Cheng ashe works Each me he catches himself dling afound, he makes a solemn promise to Ruoye 
fot Lo get distracted anymore. Then, inevitably, falls again, 


The firs thing about this spring that stands aut to him happens before the ice ully nets the fst around. Ait 
lakes place, Xt Lian isto distracted 1 noice the slight twiteh Hua Cheng gives seing Ue offering 

happens on a cold morning after a rare night spent at Pasi so early Xbe Lin peatically has to deg his husband 
fut of bed. Luckily, promise of kisses alvays helps He deposits Hua Cheng in charge of breakfast wile he goes 
round preparing the sine for the da. They don't have to wait lang for dhe fest worshipper ether 


esa tll,wllowy gl with sunken cheeks and redrimmed eyes, She greets Xie Lian with flarity and i akes him 
an embarrassing amount of ime to recognize her asa resident ofa close by village, Worried he hovers inthe distance 
‘ssh offers her prayers. She asks forthe safe return of her fae a quiet Soke ih Xie Lian’ mind lamaneting about 
the blacked rads that kept him fom returning There's litle hope i her tone but Xie Lian — Xie Lin feels a burst of 
energy, exeted to receive a prayer he can actually answer Ages have passed since he felt useful 


He only really noice her ofering once she gets eady to leave There ate Nowers onthe aha tiny, pale 
“They'e quite pul, halla to willing. Joking as if somebody stomped on them 

‘Xe Lin piesa that chought. His rind drifts back to his darkest days, pling the memories othe foreftont 
gains his wl Xe Lian shudders, paling his robes ughter around hime. Wi several deep breaths, he almost 
manages (o convince himself he' aright Almost 


le things 


sCoyet 
San Lang,” Nie Lian says, feling his heartbreaking into a malion pieces before slung backin place inthe shape 
of Hus Cheng’s name. “Iove you” 


Hua Cheng’s reply comes instantly, without hesitation. Hs voice is sof, sill worse, but fll of endless adoration 
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Issomnething wrong?” 


jus wanted to ake sue you bnexe™ 
“Thank you, gee," Hua Cheng breathes, caressing 

Xie Lin'scheek He makes no objection, even though he 

tet know isnot chat easy Ht neds another stake through Xie 

Tans hear. Tell me if you need me, okay 


wil” } 


Reassured, Xle Lan approaches the gle. She greets him wih exhaustion barely enscealed behind 
ber eapect 


ge 16 owe a men eh i a \ 
‘She smiles good-heartedly, saving him face. Her voice is quiet, rough from time spent crying. “We x 
dont have much else unfortunately Aer thi winter” She shakes Ker head igured these would be 
Aight fr the Flower Crowned Ga 
“Theyre more than enugh Xe Lin assures hes He dent tink of Waring, of the adorned 
temple Xian Le Ihe allwed himself thay, he'd beak dawn onthe pat 
Instead, he id the gl farewell ap carl up in Hua Chong ap, allowing himself be fd They 
dott aout that day: they don talk abou ouch at all ua Cheng spends tpt Klean 
talr and humilag hs mathers lay ual he cls 
‘Thea, nas few words as posible, Xe Lin clay the g's prayer Hua Cheng Istensatentvly. Gall ¥ 
spikes in Xe Lan ches a omling tetra — at they both Koo he's ot dy oak et So they 
iEnveitbe an eae for her sere Xie a aks Huu Cheng not owe hs buts, age to beable 
‘lyon his own abies to hep They find de ance a week ar haed up allay o Pagina village A , 


where winter hasn't loosened is clutches yer I's easy enough to get him back home. 


The excitement ofthe search quichly wipes the memories from his ein 
wll they’ be back. 


ough Xie Lian knows fal 


“oye” says Hua Cheng one day when Xie Lia ie busy admiring the fist blooming bud next to the 
shrine I'sa smal, wispy thing, and the wind whips agains i lke the ower ofended i Iemakes ie Lian wonder 
Uehat che Wind Master is upto thete days He's gotten no message. lttr from them throughout the winter Have 
they found a safe haven again the cold? Has the spring reached the capital yet? Hell need to vist them soo, fs 
really been 100 long, 


‘That “Gege’ reaches him again, closer, softer like pul of warm aie in his face 
San Lang.” Xie Lian replies. Without turning, he glances at his husband out ofthe corner of his eye. Hua Cheng bs 
already looking at him, a gentle, concerned salle om his face. Despite calling him, he doesnt follow up with anything, 
tnly drapes soft cout over Xie Lin's shoulders like he always does. Xie Lia sinks into che warith, slumping agaist 

Hud Cheng’ side He dda’ even notice how eold he was untl adm But ofcourse, his San Lang knew. 


‘With a sigh, Xie Lan returns co observing the blossom, Lately, he's got moments lke this, when he's eling... empty 
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lant quite right, Melancholy, maybe? ie Lian has never allawed himself to think mich about the past but recently, 
his and Leepsdeifting back to Wuming whenever he's aot bus Hes not sure hw to breach this topic to Hua Cheng, 
‘What could te even say? 

Hua Cheng throws an atm aver him, long fngers sinking ito is hair, He massages Nie Lian's seal in seal cicles, 
humming soil. 

San Lang,” Nie Lian says again eventually, aking comfort in Hua Cheng’ presence: He lathes vo break the mood, 
tou there are things that must be said even though he hopes shat San Lang Is already aware of thers. “Thaak you far 
bekng here” 

“Thor's nowhere else Td rather be,” Hua Cheng replies with no hesitation So precious, so sweet Xie Li's heart 
ships a bea at the tenderness. Sometimes, feels lke he could never deserve Uns He speaks under Hus Cheng arm, 
ihaying his face in hs ches. 

“After everything Tve dane to you," he murmurs into the sof fur I's not a question; he's got na doubé of Ha 
CCheng’s devotion, I's more ofa perpetual sense of wonder; how lucky hei to have found somebody who loves as 
ily as Hua Cheng does, 


“That day, in YorgAn. realy was you." 


Hua Cheng hesitates swallowing dhiekly ater producing merely a syllable When he speaks, his voice Ia whispee,“T 
wanted gege to know. that you atl had believers lft in the world That you werent only scorned” 

“yas fol- Nolet me speak Iwasa foo, San Lang I was bind, and I thought yas alone thought you were 
taunting me Laver San Lang, I was so seated of disappointing people again, so scared that whoever let would 
hte what Td become.” 

Hua Cheng presses a hiss onthe crown of his head, force and so ful of feling Xie Lan nearly chokes on He 
takes a breath inhaling the incense smoke that clings to Hus Cheng robes Holds iin his lungs for a long moment, 
thinking abou all the ways he could've loa his love forever He steps back on the exhale, raising his head 20 Ha 
(Cheng as cradle iim his hands His face must be teary and blotch, but doesn't stop Hua Cheng from peppesing it 
th Kisses, again and again uni Xie Lian seguins the strength to speak. 

“But L know better now he breathes. “No matter how much San Lang sulfered, he never lef t means more than 1 


Gaye made tall worth Hua Cheng replies with a is to Xie Lan’ forehead 


“And now Ts back hee, with power ta make a change agai, being warshipped agai, chanks ta San Lang” 
“Na. Goye is extraordinary They'd worship gege even ifyour shackles never broke” 
“San Lang broke them, And you misunderstand, my lve. I's thanks to San Lang that I vant co ry” 


Hua Cheng makes 2 sound ike a breath hitching eye shiny He looks aay for Xe Lian, blinking rapidly, band 
pressed 1 his mouth Xe Lisa's heart Moods with warmth a the sight and fondness so strong he fears he might melt 
ight then and there 


“Tl just have a tll San Lang more often” he teases, so there's no doubt in his mind” 


The alk with Hua Cheng eases Xi Lian’ anslety and he returns to his daly tasks with newfound peace: Theres 
‘more to be said, but Xie Lisn delights inthe knowledge they have forever to alk things ou I's a strange feeling, 
Geel secure in his fate fr ones. le lan thought he knew ic rom his teenage year Ic n't the same at all thougt 


‘ack then his every comfort was planned. Xe Lian 
aide to ear i Everything he got came fom 
his birthright With San Lang however he knows 
his — thee — very belng that heeps hens 
together 


With ime Xie an ete more nd nore pope ave flowers he lt Sone af then 
ar een fer tan what he gil grew a Bi brelyrecogatale aa plant Tey gr i umbers 

‘aly though iter bt re ibrar, il one day ic Lian wake up conied Mena Xan 
iStemple oldie sigh of his naiand apply ananging te ofrings hat pls bck 

tobe realy calming ht wil here Upon long lon he reais the oer are ore net 

the grandly of hoe tha once adored a sempts Thy ee things barely ut fas wth 

floppy, colored posal The Kind of weak hat the royal lace wuld fons nerant for Too ly OY. 
tela tepals ever esti bsg ofthe Ger Poca 


‘ie Lun can appreciate beauty, and had probably paid 100 much alzetion to tn his youth But 
even remembering al the rches of his youth, her's only one thing more beautiful than dese feeble 

loans: his husband, who was the Hest to il hin one of those. Not even his looks, but all that he 

represents, all that e's, I's a aew hind of comfort wo realize chat — even if e changed, and no matter 

haw much hel change al, here won't ever be another moment when his altar is empty Nota year 

spent alone, not another comfort passing by of luxury segreted in Indsight fr the est of his if. For 

the fis ime in centuries, e's sale with no worres on his mind but those af ethers. He's ina position 


where he can help without losing himself. And ital thanks to this wonderful man, eager to give and ro 
‘ever asking anything in return, 
San Lang” he says, voice welled up with emotion “love you" The words are nowhere closet» 
expressing all athe fees, bu ihe stays qulet another moment, hel simply burst \ 
Hua Cheng looks up frm the altar with the softest smile on his hee He reaches out towands Xie Lian, 


(On his hana lies tle white Nowe, just as delist as the others, Xie Lian cups st between thle palms, 
pulling Hua Cheng intoan embrace a the same time, He's careful not eush i afterall, his 
Bvoure 


“ove you too, goge” Hua Cheng laughs soft and quiet, peppering butterfly ses on Xie Lia's checks, 
‘ung hs head Us way and that way wth a gentle hand on is eh, 


Later that day, Xie Lian pulled aside by one af the village auntie. Sheva poor one, her whole fuiy sickly That 
never discouraged her, though She's lively and headstrong, making Xie Lian think she survives an spite alone 


Lite neaey al others di, she apologize for how meager her olfering is “Td beng some fod," she sighs, patting Xie 
‘ans hand, “bt my som ssl bedelden and Teun cary much mysell™ 


"Vou need i more, Xie Lan assures her “Besides, Lab, I've come io reall Tctually prefer these” He plays with 
the sem ofa blueish lower « kind that did't grow kn Xian Le 


Oh? she smiles eychrow arched in a hint of mischief many would think unbecoming of her age, 


“ry not to be picky: bu i's true a few yeuts ago I would definitely have appreciated food more. wast in a 
‘good place back then” he admis eyes crinkling Irom his soil Pride swells a hs chest when the word leave his 
‘mouth. Not that long ago, he sis everything was fine It wasnt and while he does’ egret how he spent al those 
‘entues, he’ glad e's matured enough vo mave past the dental. i's freeing, to be able to fook atthe pase and wee it 
ftom all sides 


“What changed?" she saya aly note in her tone like she already knows the answer 


‘Xie Lian huff a lugh, looking back towards where Hua Cheng is happly string soup, San Lang’s signature 
ponytail siishing as he moves, He thinks of Hong’, alone in an abandoned shrine unafrad to argue withthe oaly 
[god he cares about He thisks of Wuming, desperate to remind Xie Lian he's eaed for and that he sulfered fort by Xie 
Tan’s own hand, He thinks how after, Hua Cheng never glled him a flower again unl the common people dd, until 
he was aure it was welcome. 


“Those days, Lam... provided for Ihave food and shelter, nd iT dda, now San Lang would drop everything to 
help He fghis the bush ashe speaks, Knowing isa losing battle. AC the sae time, the words jump onto his tongue 
themselves, eager to be out inthe world He ean blame them “A flower isthe Hes gat he gave me's one of my 
‘alist memories of him. It gave us bath hope, strength, when we needed it~ though Tz ashamed to admit T did't 
feallae Wn ie” 


‘The old woman hums knowingly fllowing his line of sight. “He sounds lke an incredible husband! Gods know 
sine dda’ lnapice poetics in me 

“He i. He always believed in me even when I lost my way So the fact that so many believe even though there's 
lle I can do is more than enough.” Xie Lian sighs Then his words catch up to him and he tammers, blood rushing 
to his face. “Be besides! want people to now Ill help no mater what! Nabody should worry about ther prayer being 
‘dacarded just beens they didae have enough!” 

‘The auntie only laughs good nanuredly at this, and leaves soon afer with well wishes, leaving him to stew in his 
enbatrasument fe doesnt realize he basically slipped he's the god until well aftr she’s gone 

“salrght gege" Hua Cheng tells him that evening, she won't tel anybody At that age, she can understand 
wanting t lie in peace Andi she realized gege ia god, she hnows how long you've been around. That you deserve 
rest She woulda do that to you” His voice full of laghter, contrasting with the blush on his fee. Ihadi seceded 
tince he heand Xie Lian's wade caller Bor hs part, Xe Lian eant help Fetching out every minute ta eaves ie 

“suppose. Bu ab, sll eat believe San Lang heard all ofthat” He withes inthe bed, hiding hs face in hs hand 


Cala fingers immediately pry his west away, gentle and devout. Hua Cheng leans down 1 press ais into his pal, 
whispering into the shin, “Even if gege dida' say any of that, Us San Lang already knew. Is the same foe 

“Impossible,” Xie Lian grins, eager for an opportunity to tease back ad forget his embarrassment “Tve never given 
San Lang flowers” 

cane 

‘Xe Lin look at mn with all the seriousness he can master, chest shaking frm holding back laughter: “l plan tof 
ha est thing i dhe morning, Be eady™ 


POR tik 


“thought tld you to ean” Mu Qing shoves him avay. “Run” 


He's on his hands and knees The shove it weak and one handed. The gras starting to stain with blood, and his 
‘hanmadao is the ground ts hl shining rod asthe blade reflects the blinding alernoon sun 


Ru, 


‘Asif Feng Xin would run without hen. 
“Why do you insist on being so fucking stubborn?” Feng Xin hulls, slapping Mu Qing’s hand away: 


Because otherwise, were both —" The cough chat wracks Mu Qing’ chest ratles Feng Xin's bones. coats Mut 
Qing’ ips a stating shade of eimson, 


‘er, being the everpainin thes, he sill manages to raise his arms to push Feng Xin away again. 


Feng Xin knows how the sentence was going to end: iP he didn't lave now, they could both end up dead. But what 
des Mla Qing take him fae? A coward? 


“He though they were pas this. 
‘He's also going toll Quan Vshen for gesting them into this mess Outside their terstories and against a creature 
hat fed on spstaal power, they might aswell be walking to their deaths 


“Tm not leaving you." Feng Xin snaps “Stop wasting ime and being so goddama difficult You've a shit marty and 
fankly, it doesn't suit you" 

‘Anather cough shakes Mu Qing’s chest before he can reply A pained whine follows the horid sound athe falls 
forward, ings curling to resemble claws as they dig into the earth, 


Fong Xin barely has a second to relter what he's seeing. On the bucks of Mu Qin’ hands black lines start to excep 
‘ttm underneath his vambraces. The marks sear themselves ito his shin, leaving dusted al of embers as they. 
thar ehrough the spits! poner that usually kept chem hidden 


Fong Xin can remember ane when Mu Qing hadi hept his soulmate marks hidden, The man hada cursed 
shackle on, and he sil esd to let them shove The fact they'e starting now proves how much power be's as 


Mu Qing” he starts, and W's the second time in eight hundsed years that he's sald the name with genuine fear 
Feng Xin’ throat is dry His chest feels bound bya ope that scratches and dig into hi i cage 

“Did... Mu Qing al” 

‘The words are scorched into his memory, 


he hie nerves will never forget the way the lava's heat hed singed Raskin, 


‘The thoughts cutoff. Ther's a whisper inthe alse the inal exhale passing through pared lps It mahes the hair 
on the back f Feng Xin's neck tand on end, Is the ame sound hed heard when he'd walked into the clearing to find 
‘Mu Qing fallen on his knees sabre loosely held at his side a the creature fd on his spetual power 


“Fuck Mu Qing, work wth me,” Feng Xin snaps, pushing out the mental image “Tm 
help eo kl bot” 


Panic eas away at che frustration He's even further avay ftom his own teeitory and he knows he doe 
enough stengeh left wa fight the creature again. 


‘Asch athe lathes co admit i, they need Crimson Rain to el with this 
But Feng Xin willing tole his pide ant a long se Mu Qing survives this 


Mu Qing coughs agun, and blood eplaters the ground. He whimpers when he ses it coat his hands. 

‘Thin black marks encroach from his airline to fren design around his temples Feng Xin knawa he dacs’ have 
the sight to look at them Not lke this not whes theyre showing up involuntarlly heause Mu Qing Is bleding his 
strength and hfe out into the dirt 


“You a stupid” Mu Qing say, but hia eyes betray the visceral plea ashe reaches out 


His hands are lick with blood when Feng Xin grabs therm He lings Mu Qing’s arms over his shoulders and 
maneuvers itn ania his back, 
Fong Xin’ plan is to get Mu Qing back toa temple inthe southwest. Ic would be the most effective place in the 
power and heal his wounds But oa the rare occasion they've had do this 
could o his weight, even iFhe was hissing and spiting about being given a 


This time, he says nocing, His grip s ose and his body is hardly more tha dead weight as slumps agalost Feng 
Xin back Time tn on thei ide 


Feng Xin” 
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_golng ta be the right one 


“You've going tobe ine. Wete almost here” Feng, 
‘in nteeupes refusing ta hear what Mu Qing was going 0 say 


‘Mu Qing hums, but i's more placating than an actual agecement. “Look. .whatever happens 
ont oak at my marks Please 


“Are you fucking lidding me2! You're worried sbout chat ight naw? Hy the fuck i that your 
pri" He doesn't ger to nish the sentence because Mu Qiags geip completely loosens, is body 


Toga en lng gags ering lh \ 
Een ap ors se cate eee 


There's loud bang on the sine’s door I rattles the hinges and dst the beds that were 
perched on the windawall 


“ie Lin looks up from the prayer scroll he'd heen reading ’ 
“How intrusive” Hua Cheng sys, rom where he's washing dishes “Do you want me to et that, Gege?™ 
“No, Ive got it Nie Lian sys, climbing out from his seat and walking tothe door 


Hee unwute what he's expecting ashe reaches forthe handle, Moat worshippers and vers dant , 
rive witha crash He does sense kiling intent, nor does he sense a strong amount of spistal 
power plus San Lang seems fasly unbothered [rom his spot atthe sink i 


He opens the dace. 
"Dit" Is quiet, barely above a whisper, but it stcahets like a ery. 
Intakes Xie Lian a enoment ca register what he's seeing, 


Fong Xin? 

His fend looks lke he's about to collapse. Long strands of hale fll around his face, the Mow-fueed armour that 
usually sis on his shoulders 6 yone- His golden eVes ate flerce and wild the pupils nothing but pispricks The thin 
black lines at his soulmate marks cu up from the neeline of his robes, over his throat, and along his haieline, 
creating a dizzying and delicate design of roses, hydrangeas and lavender 

Geowing up, Feng Xin had never eared about the marks — never made an efor to hide them or Naunt ther. He 
wore them wich the same mattrof fact honesty asi were apart of him in the sme way is hair Was dark brown In 
the beginning, his duty outranked any desire for love 


‘While Ne Lian confident his view hasn't changed, it was common practice for ge to hie the marks. Mot of 


‘hem have outlived their soulmate, and they lked wo heep the marks hidden ftom thle bellevers to enfuree that 
degree of separation between them The las thing they wanted was worshippers thinking they matched thee gods 
54, the fact they're on display and that Xe Lian does’ sense a large amount of spiritual power are the fis ges 
that something t terribly wrong. 
The next thing that Xie Lian takes ini the body draped over Feng Xi’s shoulders. A curtain of long black hale 
sbscures the persons fae, but Nie Lian sil eogeizes the black and red robes, alough she signature shoulder 
fsemour i al sing, probably emoved to make carrying him eae, 


‘ie Lin doeset as, Lastend he opens the daor wider to lt them 


on’ look at my marks. Pense 
Please, 

Please, 

Since when does Mu Qing ever say please? 

Fong Xin scrubs his hands in the river behind the sine 

is robes are sf with blood, Ks in his has, under his malls 


Seconds. Tha’ ll wok for Hua Cheng to destroy the creature. Feng Xin had walked with hm down the path, one 
this opti arows in his hand ike a pee a baie 

‘Aa predicted, the erature bust out fom the tees on all fours; raven blind, and vicious, ts teeth chatered, jay 
snapping, as raed on limbs that appeared Lo be made of nothing bu steetched bone 

1 charged at Feng Xin, sensing lf, blood and spiltual power Hie been half expecting Hua Cheng tole itake a 
plece of him, just for fun, but une ispact never eame. Instead, Hua Cheng stood i roat of hr, holding the ceature 
by ie face as itstruggled and seamed. Is shull trned to ash when Hua Cheng erushed i 


Seconds. 
“That was And had measly taken Mu Qing’ ie, 
He Mieks his hands to shake off the water before sing to his eet 
‘When he walls ina the shrine, he makes i in cme 1 see Xe Lan leaving the room where he hed deposited Ma 
ing’ body enti 
“ent him sone speitual power co get him through and regenerate” Xie Lian says, 
The sigh of elie Feng Xin lets out ean understatement. He fels abit ike throwing up. 
‘that’. great he says. Can see him?” 
He asks the question, but he doest wait fran answer He steps forwatd, reaching forthe door 
‘ie Lian tea in fone of hin He seratehes the ip of his nose and awkwardly laughs “Un. e's not eady for vistors” 


Feng Xin frowns “Visitors?” he parrots duonbly I that what he's conshered? 
“Ea, I lent his spsitual power, but he's sll unconscious, and, well you know Mu Qing. He's ver... parteular 
shout appearances” 
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moves in Ra way gel 
“Feng Xin” he start, gingerly touching his meek, x 


He hase’. ld dhe marks yet” 


eng X's brows shot up "50 ~ 
Nie ia ots kee would ater be anywhere ee “So. thnk he wants them say hidden” iN 
Feng Xs jw dopa 
“The ck he aly sp, oling out his hands "Why everyone to obsessed with Mi Qing’ 
tuaria ll ofa sudden? Who gives ast? We llhave thet Ihave ucing fone and Hydrangeas 
{Slayer my by Wat eu Qo glo x bes hn uch ag ance Holos oa 
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Hua Cheng examines his nails fhom his place tthe kitchen table. “The way you say that without a 
hint af wony— 

en Lang” Xie Lian interject 

Hua Cheng sighs athe tests his chin on his hand. “Sory, Gage,” he sas, with a pout.’ just that 
Tm going ta wate yay 1 had to use ao much epritual power ta dessay that rah earlier, Maybe I need 
te herrow some fom you ta” 

‘ie Lin chuckles "im sue that's not the case” he says but he walks over anyway 

The door is left unattended. Fong Xin could walk through — he desperately wants ta. He trusts Xie 
ian, but he wants tose 
tm the ground. 


und touch because he needs to wipe ou the image of Ma Qing Iying eles 


Hua Cheng eyes hie fem the table ashe folds Ne Lan nto his arms. His dark ee glimmer, a if 
bbe dasing Feng Xin to take che git of opportunity he's offered and open the door, 


Bata gift fom a demon always comes with a pice 
Dow look a my marks, Please 


“Fucking peck” Feng Xie mutters under his breath, but he's not sure if he's talking about Hua Cheng or Mu Qing, 


He tums aay fron Hua Cheng’t mocking expression and tarts ca walk ou the way he came 
“Vm going to neh sinsing offin the river. If he wakes up, come get me?” 
“Xe Lian nods fom his place in Hun Cheng's arms “OF course” 


‘The stars look diferent from the moral realm. They seem sales, lest attainable. ¢ makes tomething twinge in 


Feng Xin cist. 
‘Vaguely he remembers lying under them with ian Lan on the reoftap and she would polnt out the different 


cmatllations on warm summer nights, He ca’ remember many of thess anymore. His memory is oo faded, the 
Information long buted, and he'd only been lsening w the sound of her voice 


‘Things had been so different then, yet the stare remain the same, 


He holds up his hand and looks at the marks that pine the back oft. Hundseds of years and like the star, these 
marks havent changed. 

‘He was thirteen when the first rose appeared on the inside of his wis, ls thorns and vines starting to ereep up is 
foreatm. Then more lovers formed slime stretched o8, until Uke most gods, hs marks caled along almost every 
Inch of his body asa reminder ofthe lve he traded fr iemorality. 


at what was soulmate? The chances of finding therm were slim, many never did and yet they were all happy. 


‘Who was ite 1 dictate who you could or couldnt be with? 


He sighs He's not sure why he's thinking about it Just because Mu Qlog made ita personal mission to be ashamed 
Aida mean Feng Xin had vo dredge up long discarded thoughts, 


He sits up and eyes his outer robe, pled in a heap nest to him He'd given up tying to seru the Blood stains out of 
and just loklog atthe fabric makes hin want vo hus cin the ivr. 


He's contemplating doing just that when there's soft ustle in the grass next oie, 


He turns and freer, 
‘Mu Qing sts beside him as i he's always been there, as ihe didnt almost leave him 
“Vm not going to sy, "thank you," he say, without sparing Feng in a glance“ dot thank fools” 


Fong Xin can process the wonls He's toa busy fighting the urge to reach out. He wants o touch, ta make aur thls 
Isnt a dream ora hallucination of, worse a ghost 


But Mu Qing sports a defiant and proud tlt o his jaw as his dark hair cateades dove his back and hangs over his 
shoulder His ski pale i the moonlight, his expression cool and poised. He looks ntouchal 


Feng Xin doeent have iin hina o ser. 


All he sees when he blinks is Mu Qing disappearing over the edge of the Lava pt all he feels how Mu Qing’ blood 
‘made his hands slippery as he cut the armou from his shoulders 


He doesn't mean 1, does't know when he moved, but the nest thing he knows he's brushing Mu Qiay’s hal aver bis 
shoulder 


“What are you doing?” Mu Qing snaps, grabbing eng Klas writ ling his hand 
Feng Xin links, ls a good question, What i he doing? 
Making suze you're nota ghost,” he settles on 


Mu Qing wrinkles his nose “Are you dumb? Would i even mates 
he doesnt release Feng Xin's wrist Tastead, he digs his gertps i 
stating to lose cireulation in his hand, 


He doesnt pull away. 


(Snot like we dont haow ghosts” he sys, but 


He neo doesn say anything His heart i harnmering in he chest and isthe only thing he register 


Py 


1 would he thinks in response to Mu Qing’s 
question, ist meant you were going to disappear 


In would this was supposed to be goodbye. 


around his finger, cach individual strand diane and real. ~ & 


Mu Qing’ aie feel lke sith as Feng Xin ews it 
[Nota ghost then, 


He's not sure what his expression looks like, but it has Mu Qing narrowing his brows and slapping 
bis hand away 


“The hell has gotten into you" he ash, tuning his attention stealght ahead. 


“Vou almost dled —" \ 


+ and I wasn't allowed to xe0 yous” 


‘Mu Qing stiffens. “So?” r z 
“3 do you know how had hat was 

silent Thats the anes Feng’ 1 stmt opin en. 
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‘I makes sense If Feng in lets hlmself think about: dhe reason why Feng Xin can't imagine bis life 
Without Ma Qing, de way Uhey always come back together no matter How many es they push euch 
lather aa. 


ut why spend over eight hundred years making sure that Feng Xin wouldnt ever find out? 
{very much wanted 1 be your iend, 


eng Xin had always thought Ma Qing 1 be naresitic but Mu Qing had also earmed a cursed shackle and had 
tiaed his ie trying to save someone who he was convinced hated him Truly, he wes an enigma. 


“vs not” Ma Qing reiterates, before he sighs and hs shoulders fall Ifthe fst see shows a hint of haw 
exhausted he must be. "Tin red and I really don't fel like arguing with you, eng Xin” 


‘Mu Qing moves to getup but Feng Xin grabs hs ris He sao eng him sun away. 


One, because where fs Mu Qing going to go? Back to eating Xie Lin's cooking? Thal actually hill him, And two i 
he doce say this now, e's nat sure he ever will 


“You have sunflowers, don't you?” he says 
A eat passes. Mu Qing’ lips part. He blinks. 
Fong Xin turns Mu Qing’s west over, and his robe slides down, revealing his forearm, 


“Probably sight here” Feng Xin taps the spot where his own fist ose appeared, “And then you probably have violets 
all along here He touches the back of Mu Qing’s hand. 


Mu Qing’ bsows narrow, hs lps pullback into a snarl ashe wrenches his hand back, 


“Vout so stupid and don't know what you're talking about.” he snaps and his tone is vicious It sinks ts wth in and 
tears Ir hurts, but Feng Xia knows the bite rom a cornered animal ying to delvnd itself and survive 


1 looked” Feng Xia Hes 
“You would’. Mu Qig says with confidence lke he knows Feng Xin through and dough. 
"ou were dying" Feng Xin defends.“Ie was an accident” 

Yau a erie as” 


Fong Xin sighs in exasperation. “That doesnt mean 
same place Feng Xin has talk of lavender, 

Mu Ql swallows, his eyes widen. Fong Xin has always goten a kick out af rendering Mu Qing speechless Is 
vasually vey satsjing and doesn't happen nearly enough, bu his tme is dlferent Mu Qing isnt looking at bin 


angry slleace Instead, his gaze burns into Feng Xin's His grey eyes are eid ike ice that hast thawed aff a moun 
ake 


wrong; You alsa have gladlol under your left iba" Ifthe 


“I. Tm eed” Mu Qing reterates Ths time i's barely abovea whisper He moves to getup aga, but Feng Xin 
expecting te 
"Mu Qing” hesays soya 
1s one word, and he means i with every fber of his belng, but he's tll ying to sort out what it means. Does he 
scan say here” Stayin his fe Stay by his side? 


Ws theses he's ever sa the name befor, “Stay” 


Maybe he should have thought chisubrough better, done this when they weren't so raw. This doesnt fol Uke a win, at 
best fea numb elit 


But he wouldn't take it back, Maybe that makes hin selfish, 
He reaches ot agua, and dreads hie agers between Mu Qing's 


ight hundred year at etch other's throats at enc other's sides. They could've performed the tual inthe Kianle 
Aaysto sop the markafhom spreading Things could have heon ao diferent... maybe, 


Mu Qing stares at heir hands, his expression almost impossible 1 read bayond the widening of his eyes “Aren't you 
sisappoined? he nally saya 


Fung Xin laughs, though ifs closer 1 @ bone Used hull “Tha' areal fucked up thing 1 ask," he says 
Mu Qing sll his eyes “Asif we aren feked up. You rai fate made joke au of us And you did't anawer the question” 
Feng Xin grina "No, I'm nat” He squeezes Mu Qing’s hand “Well igure tout” 

Not tonight, or tomorrow It might take them another century a the rate they go, but they have ime 
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‘Dally Profestor He wprofssorhenews 


there were Rowers om his desk today? who would send prof he Nawers and haw ext we ge tot, 
ssking for 2 Blend 


“The vase is beautifl. 
‘Medium-sized, celadon, and — ifyou looked close enough — its crackled blue-green glaze shone buck at you. 
‘But what realy catches the stadents' eyes, forget the vase, are the lowers piling out oft. 


‘They'e a mishmash of things stems tangled up in eachother and clashing colors of petals trying to outshine the 
thers as fut wore a competion. Bat the bougue is beautifully composed and the note tucked in petals doe not go 
tise ether 


‘Professor He had blushed — yes, blushed — when he unfolded the note. Only those withthe tacit understanding that 
getting to world leratue clas eaty yielded a calm professor wee privy to the way tht teacher's cheeks Unged fe 


‘Whispers jump faom student co student, heads bunch together, and money passes through hands a the guesses build 
‘up — use wo were they foen? 


“Nice lovers you got there, Prof" Pe Su, who had only taken the elas for she credit bu found himself enjoying i 
‘more than he'd like fo admit, seks The pled question i not lost. 


‘Thank you," He Xuan responds 
And that'll his students get on i Thel professor waves around the assigned reading and the topic dsopped. 


Profesor He is an enigma to both students and faculty atthe university He dresses ike a student, yet has a refined, 
blunt way of epeaking that sounds like he's lived through multiple lives, 


He has five perelngs, but Pei Su swents he's seen a sath one outlined atthe profesor’ belly button when he had 
cme ta clas na rather ight cutleneck, 


However 1s good looking as thee professor was, his students were convinced He Xuan was, hm, lacking in the ove 
department. 


“Profesor He, did you get asked outa latin school” 
Wes undoubtedly «bold question, but one that had been atthe back af many people's minds fora w 


His answer only further proved their suspicions “What kind ofa question is tha 
‘And thea, “Do you ask all your professors sis 
The student had Qushed, quietly shaking their head and the roam was once again left to their musings. 


He Xuan gave iveting lectures could take apart novel scene ike he was picking ou Ashbones with chopsticks, nd 
had sade sighing wien he rolled his sleeves up, yet the just could nat imagine him being romani 


He was fucking book nerd for goodness sake — his love seemed o be diceted more at people with syntax for 
brain than anything eee 


“ey, guys what ate we learning say?” 


‘The students wave at che newcomer — late by thelr clas standards, but otherwite on time — and Shi Qingruan 
prtially skips nse with a sunny grin on hi face. 

‘To everyone's understanding, Shi Qingxuan isa student i some way of another Everyone had grown used to seeing, 
students fal ages around campus, so the class had weleomed hi with open arms the day he sauntered ita the 
lecture hal. 

He teaches a the preschool dawn the road, evident fom the stickers an his clothes and marke streaks on hs ems 
Shi Qingauan is easly the number one gossip inthe class (Pel Sua close second) and pechaps the only one unafraid of 
Professor He's cold gave. He bubbles about anything and everything, from what out of this work hing he heard from 
his preschoolers to his intensive yoga routine 

‘Ad while one suight think hs stores could get annoying, they somehow never do, Shi Qinggan has this magical 
bility to grap all the attention inthe room and hold iin his inger paint stained hands, 

“I don't haov, I dda’ do Uke homework" Pei Su mumbles, avoiding his professor's unwavering stare Bat then, “Oh 
hey — you missed t though — the oher day, Professor He had flowers on his desk” 


“Did he, now2" Shi Qingauan arches brow, afin smile curling on his fee “Who were chy fram?” 


“That's the thing dude, noone knows” Pei Su shakes his head 
Hub. Interesting.” Shi Qingxuan mutes 


Before he has a chance to ay anything more on the toplc, He Xuan enters He laoks at handsome as ever in his own 
emonerdy way, dressed in all black with wireeimmed glasses perched on his nose 


. & 
"Alright so we're going to follow up on the topies (| 4 & 
Ae pre <  @ 
pen marng attentively up at the profess. Walle Sh x 
Se 
Se ee eo eye 


heats around what seemed o be his iitals and someone else's. On more than one occasion, Sht 
Qingauan had been caught with his grocery lst scrawled out instead ofthe requted claswork. \ 


Wal, Professor” Po Su ss up sraght, abandoning his normal slouch, and Shi Qingeuan ean tl 
hes about to throw the clas entirely offsople.T wanna hear how you express love” 


He Xuan stares blankly at Pel Su, as if the boy had just confessed to being a god, He opens his mouth, Seay 
pases, and surveys the room 


“Well Lean 
Come on, Prof, we all wanna know" 


He Xuan sighs and pushes his well orn glasses up his nose, before shilling to lean against hs desk. 
“Dont think I dont ktow what you're doing” 


“oo, Pres ncuron ta” A gui woenb its way onto Shi Qing ce “ 
Soong the preschool eacher a wihering glare, He Xuan begins “Tim not good a expressing lve” 
“Oh come on” Hel Su interrupts. “Any of coulda guessed that” 
“Lcould jst ary on with the leson” 
“Sony. se" 
He Xian mastges his temples before beginning again. He's unaware of he cious eyes trned 
hs every move haw the elie clan seemed to have sen fom thee glaedeyed stupor, and now have 
thelr coropleteatention onthe enigma that thelr ertie profesor. 
“Love s messy hate to be honest oa eas the foundation of "The beginngs oa Hove tc on bis es 
“When the pining clas at your thous foreibly closes with ts up and you thnk perhaps would be bee you 
Just din Or when you car el exhaustion ceepng up on you, crawling up your apne, becuse god why soul 
{ou exertso mich af yourself into smething iat you do ot een deserve 
“And the worst of & — when you think ou cst or just being ends because you would cathe hep the 
infil clnenes you havea ends has walk anya trangers who know everything about each ther” 
“a, Pfewor..° 


He Xuan snaps out of is ramblings to stare atthe forlorn faces of his students 
“av eant be all that a, eight?” 


‘Asal ei 


graces his features, He shakes his head No, it certainly is.” 
‘The students dow’ push for anything more and a silent understanding, that could perhaps be ead a pity, seen 
lover the room. Because despite thei leasing and probing curios What had nove mutated into dhe form ofa Tositer fan 
sccount) the students eared for theie professor 


Even with a class size of fry, each student could assuredly say that Professor He had changed the course of their 
college carer forthe better, Whether it be the exact words of feedback needed to imoprove an essay or Nourishing. 
lewets of recommendation they would argue secured internships, in his quel ways Professor He cared for his 
students 


Naturally, they desired nothing less than the best foe sete professor — be itis romantic relatlonships wr not To 
some, perhaps his Lek ofa love life wav a good thing He Kaan was unparalleled Unmatched! Noone in thei college 
bubble was deserving of their profesor 

Then again, woulda’ a significant other be exactly what the profesor might need I was areal tos. A back and 
(arth seesaw conversation that existed only internal debates and the replies of Twitter dot cot 


‘The next time thatthe students bring up Profesor He's love life ls only a week later: Ie isan admiedly more 
lighthearted conversion sprung from Pe Su’ atest sulking session. 


just dont get, guys” He buries his head ito cromed arms, vice coming out miMed. “Haw can se beso dense?™ 


“Maybe you're the one who's not being staightforward enough,” Shi Qiagxuan points out a stray lock cured around 
his ger “When you asked her out, di you sy twas a date?” 


“Well Lasked her to go see a movie with me,” Fe Su mumbles 


“rMlask one more time” Shi Qingauan leans forwatdto tug Pe Su up fom his el imposed wall 
gues "Did. You Say. Was, A Date” 


wring and lock tele 


“No se, Idd,” Pl Su stumbles over 
than one teacher in the lecture hall. 


words and, fora moment, the colle clas is reminded they have more 


“And thers your problem” Shi Qinguuan smacks the table witha esou 
seriousness gone "You have tobe cleat about these things” 


ng whack, all aces of previous 


“You got experience with this tl dude? Pel Su shoots Shi Qingruan an incredulous lok. 


Shi Qingan crosses his arms smugly pulling up his chest like a bird whose feathers demanded to be ruffed. “Fm 
‘aered you think I Took young — 


“That was not what was iespying, but go 
scathing gles, 


Pe Sa interrupts ony to wines 


another one of Shi Qian’ 


"have plenty of experience in the dating department.” 
“Ooh, dovell” 


“1 wasn't aware tha Me, Shs dating ie was the topic of clas foe today.” He Xuan speak frm where he ad been 
silendly typing away at his desk. 


“Sorry, Prof, culosity got the beter af me” 
“Do goon, though.” He Xuan nods in Shi Qingsuan's direction, “am eutious about this... experience myself” 


‘With a snisk on his face, andthe charm af 
utd in a packed tavern, Shi Qingsuan begins “Se 
there was this guy in college. ight 

His eyes cover the eapivated expressions ofthe 
students Shi Qingsuan laughs to himself — A seems 
thar no matter dhe age students will always love a good story 


“The hottest thing to walk the planet” 


‘Accollective groan rises from the students and Shi Qingxuan’s shoulders shake fram laughter: “Sorry, \ 
sary bs rt th gyre wen ng tanya out pl ae nenty ) 
edi 

He hime each a roment onger before composing hina“ digrn. But wanted 
Dirt And sean yal can probably el ba Pm he ype of fern who wad ake ti on 
immediatly And id ona lente” 

Sh ingatan sgh, “Tid everything trom increased shay o pling him out or att ande sill 
nought we were oly ena You wana guess how lng we played ca and moun fo" 4 

“Acouple mons?” One stent esp 

“More” 

“tata yu 

“More” Shi Qiagen tm to stare at He Xn a amagnes winking i is eyes You wana ry 
snd gues Prete?” « 


He Xuan shakes his head in exasperation but caves. “Year and a ball” 


Bago : 
“Avwhole year and a hal Of me itn a hn beng ke ‘oh, hee, wee just ends” 
“Maybe he was nervous He Xuan supple asthe lence that la thvough the room became just a 


tad unbearable ate 
“Nervous my ass I made him go to couples yoga with met Shi Qingxuan bull indignantly. 


Oh yes, here was chat, wast there.” He Xuan mutters unde his breath, just qulet enough for those in 
the ft row ca cach 


“Ay” Sh Qigua claps his ands ve, carying the sme ne he probably seo roundups 
preschoolers ‘ver naw and it worked eu, ne" 


“Shi Qingauan, you havea boyfbend™ 


“Nope! Shi Qiaguuan pops the‘p with agin ao bight the student brows ait in confusion — did he enjoy the 
single fe that auch? 


ut the following, “havea husband” causes jaws to hi the flor 
Voutve marred?” Pet Su exclaims speaking for the class 


Mmm, Shi Qingan nods assy smile makes its way onto his 


ce "Your profeesr is on” 


“WwHAT#" Their collective shout sso loud Shi Qingxuan has to shrink away, his smile only growing bigger: 


He Xuan, on the other hand, looks worse or wea He massages his temples and the own that was etched onto hi 
forehead darkens 


“Ta who? Pe i all but yells and Shi Qingauan snickers at che vei threatening to burst on hs neck, 


“To whom,” He Xuan comtets, then he shrugs, arms crossed a he sighs “None of you ever asked. And I assumed you 
already bes 


‘Shi Qingsuan mutes his gigas bel 


da hand, “Sorry, Uhad ta” 
He Xuan shoots the preschool teacher ane of his infamous glares, opening his mouth to reply 
“hu wh be" Ped Su asks “Wait — dont tell me. We should guess ourselves” 

He Xuan sighs, the ruffed hair on his head indicative of his declining resolve “Go ahead” 


“Horm, the head of the erature department, Professor Ling Wen one of the students near the front muses 
“You guys always seem to have engaging conversations” 


“Ves about erature” He Xuan shuts her down. 
‘What about Hua Cheng? He always complains about you during sculpture class,” another chuckles 


He Xuan wrinkles his nose in dante “I dont even want to kaow what he says about me. And besides, doesn't he talk 
bout his husband Xie Liana lot mone?” 


“Theyre marvied?” the stadentexelaions, and Uhen, “He always talks about how you ‘owe him’ don't know” 
He Xuan shakes his head. “An al college thing. Nothing to concern yourselves with” 
is response reveals nothing bu there's a warathin his tne that doesnot go unnaiced, 


“Tye go it" Pei Su, who had been unusually quiet up unl now, cus of the conversation. “I bet fs the business 
profesor, ub, Professor Si* 


Shi Qingasan, who had gleefully been observing the ack and frth between He Xuan and his students Uke a tennis 
match, coughs loudly 


He Xuan 
shaking fame, 


“How could you — Lean believe —" 


cis litle more strongly He wns away fom the students to gag, waves of displeasure rolling of hs 


They'd sally dane The students of Profesor He's erature lass had rendered thelr beloved profesor speechless 


‘What the fuck, na” He Xuan pinches the bridge of hs nose, rather be masied to Hua Cheng than Shi Wud, 
thank you very much” 


My, arent you being abt dram, Professor" Shi Qian rest chin on his Bands, head ited i calle euros: 
“Not. lo. The, lightest” 
“Am I missing something?” Pei Su buts in yet again. He's prety handsome — and Fm suse the dude's loaded” 


Exactly," He Xuan hurts out, “That's the whole pont, he's a concelted and pompous asshole” 
wouldnt go that fa” Shi Qingeuan mouters 


Quiet, you” He Xuan shoots back, 


= 
eh 
«e 


“ley, Lhear enough of your complaints during 4 — 
Ainnee” Shi Qiageusn's voice oly grows louder 
He Xian rns hand through his aie forthe 
lamptzonth time "Can we talk about this some other aes 
No, 1m participating in cis lovely conversation you'e having with your students” Shi Qingxu ~ 


wake i; 


Please love 


To wry" eS ters bingig He Nun and Sh Qing bck heey that hey 
cerry college eur hall “A ming someting \ 


“Oopsie" Shi Qingxuan taps his mouth with a hand asic scold for letting him get so heated, He 
looks to He Xuan witha croaked gen. “Come on, dhey deserve to haw, 


esfne 
“Are you sure?” He Xuan asks ina tone 0 aaf the students recol ia surpite 


And with only single nod from Shi Qingxuan, He Xuan takes a deep breath gesturing tothe 
preschool teacher in the third row. "Everyone, this s my spouse, Shi Qingxuan”™ 


“No way” Pel Su claps a hand over his mouth -No fucking way. You wo" 


His head swivels back and forth between the two teachers. The rest of the class has similar reactions 
— eye liting between the two while ethers ook sell shocked all words sclen orn tele tongue. 


“So the guy you were talking about earlier.” el Su falters as if he doesn’t want to finish his question, 
“up! Your deur professor” Shi Qingauan winks, hls pink toague poking out ofa smile 
We don’ need any more mental images ftom your university days," student inthe back holes 


“ey, you guys asked and I delivered” Shi Qinguan shrugs. 
He Xuaa's shoulders drag as he crles his desk to collapse iat the comfort f iscsi “Ate you all Hl 
apy now” 
"Splendid, se” Pot Su smiles “im glad to know you're nt ving lke @ hermit who wallows in his own 
feelings 
“Who said he wasn't?" Shi Qingxuan giggles 
Energy drained, He Xuan east one more red glare at Shi Qingauan, This on, however the students can tells 


diferent. There's a saftnes tot that cutl around Ris features, only growing with the sunny elle Shi Qingxuan shoots 
bck in return 


‘This, they suppose, isthe misting plece of thelr professor's love life that had been under their noses the whole ume 
For only dhe ane who could stir He Man's heart witha erook ofa finger and exasperate him in uch ways that hi oul 
_late became a ond ane, would send Professor He flowers 


‘When lives end, souls ate said to pas nto Diy, deep in the earth, where they idle and linger until Uy are o pass 
gain into new ie Souls chat pass anto Diy are perfec and whole, led with memories and bonds that come to be only 
In their deepest conscience as they should be 


But there ae also untthered souls onthe surfice, broken and warped, morbid and tag in thelr ove kingdoms ayy 
‘aoe the living Impossible plots a incomprehensible structures, a though ll the chaos in existence has been condensed 
taco hese haapots on the edge between the realm of ghosts and morality 


‘The Ghost City is one such place an endless sect going thom nowhere, leading to nowhere Is bustling eternal, for 
ss long as thse wh liter there remain inthis plane, Vendors wave out oftheir tall with grote ls holding onto 
‘more grotesque limbs, signs droop trom the shades illuminated by ermson lantern ight. Theses yelling, beings ollering 
brrgule tha are too good tobe true — cultivator repellant’ Antigod tokens! Weve got them al for jit to proces oF 
‘copper! there whispering, accompanied by the fuer of dark lashes over erpy eyes — aren you interested ina 
ight of dreams? dere ejoling, vith sharp teeth kept carefully tucked away trom the mostals who've wandered too 
fir yeu danY needa name to dei wid us! 


Avthe indistinct, uncortan, perhaps not wl there end of the sect, Hua Cheng’ palace i quiet I always The souls 
snd ghouls and things tin and oul of his walls without so much a hiss There i ho Weight to them. alle ll, no mortal 
‘entrapment that makes thle clothes rustle or thelr breaths move dust 

Hus Cheng listens tothe silence tn his expansive garden, dhe mlsocosmle musicality of nature sounds i ts unfueingg 
pals and droping leaves, as crawling roots and creaking stems is dancing and singing and Iving that he ea aly hear 
Inthe dephs of his mind. He thins, sometimes often that ithe sais hard enough, ais lng enough, waits patently 
enough, he will be able w experience that edhereal scene of lowers against the sky. 


“Then he opens his eyes and looks at each of his thousands af owers And he thinks that none of them ate right 
“Then the bell comes, 


‘My Lord” sourmues Yin Va, who as his eyes eapetflly averted from Hu Cheng’s precious Nowers “there are athe 
tebe done” 


‘Wiha whisper ofhis robes, Hua Cheng stands. 


Ths wake a 


In all ts beauty, Hua Chengs garden i eft wih lingering, ourful sles 


Although referred to asthe Ghost King, Hua Cheng does aot actually govern ghost, and spirits and such The dead 
4 mot da well with ules — wo have ded and then not died vo exst as the) do, I 8 most likely that they have never 
‘dane well with rules even im life — and Hua Cheng hes litle incentive wo impose them. Rather, he sits upon his throne, 
built om the myth of his name and his person, and searches aisles for something none f his humble kingdom's 
‘ghouls can undertand 

‘And yet he has work to de, the droll responsibilities that come with being aghast ofiafluence 

Hua Cheng ss in his study, a seall brary led wallow and lor eo-ceiing with srolls and hound paper: His 
penmanship leaves auch to be desired, but Vn Yu doesnot require him to weteaything at much ashe eure ima 2 
ead and sign misives, These, of course all come inal sot of dd forms seldom in pape. 


Today, Hua Cheng as the unique pleasure of signing olf on a scrap of human leather That the only highlight of 
his snl day, and he continues reading uninteresting veports — of hiemishes and sacriial deals and odd uma 
‘wandering int the Ghom Realms and even adder gods being thrown out ofthe Heavens. 

Sometimes, Hua Cheng would get requests, short nates written in hopeful ones at though Hua Cheng was a god. 
‘Which he was very much no. Hut Cheng has hile gods has aged upoa their palaces and left the wails of erin ean 
ver the remains of what used tobe ther glory This Was lang, lng ago, when Hus Cheng as only just ding is way 
ln the world, although he cannot for hs ile —ha— remember why. 

ln any ease, Hua Cheng s nota god. Hua Cheng i also not capable of miracles like these notes would suggest So he 
deat sign these particular eters off and only keeps them ina box w lok at on another day 

Semmes, when something interesting s going on in the Cty, atin the world at large, Hua Cheng Would rae, 
leaving his lavish manor for a glimpse ofthe changes me was molding Sometimes he Would hear ofa new species of 
‘lowestng plant and acral an nspercepble noice for in Yu, then travel the land fork 


However, he as afer all, spent fr too long walking though the lands alone Most ates, he gers inhi ty and his 
‘gan where ther is aatng much else ode tha work. 
The days are dash, the nights emp. 


ie ll dead, he does nat sleep. Nor doos he dream. And yet, when hei bonedted, he allows himself He down 
and shut his eyes, and search his mind for the vaguest wsps a colar — of petal falling through heat brushing thee 
fofines against hls skin and the Unkling of bells wrapping thet notes around his chest 


‘And when he wakes up, soo speak he reaches for a brush to Bl yet anther scroll with wha nebulous image he 
remembers Its content barely differ with every Hertion — always delleae brushwork of elken petals and petrlescent 


tibons, a pale imitation af wh 
thinks fsa ick of his own end. 


be ect ana Q 


Hua Cheng stands at the indistinct border between 
the Ghat Cty and the rex othe world. 

1s rather smportan, Vn Yu had sid and so he went. But Hua Cheng partly 
vines that he had stayed instead. 

"The mortal realm iin unrest This not actually a parteular concer of Hua Cheng’ nonetheless, 
‘when this unten bleeds into his domain and beings alang ith ia to af seemingly hapless divinity 
‘nth power confined in their mortal forms so great that they ae noting but suspicious, he 
‘unfortunately has personal obligation to see ta the matte \ 

Atte head of the rather unnerving group sa dagraced god 

‘Most days, Hua Cheng 8 not itcrested in the aflaits of ly gods who thnk themselves so important 
‘hat they bull their palaces inthe heavens and look down on dei loyal subjeess He Xuan ance sald that Rint 
they ae all ows blinded by thei own greed an rewarded for 

The disgraced god is diterent, 

Hua Cheng ses through the diguis of his attendants immediately Bat the diagraced god doesnot 
say athing, a0 nether does he 

He is arrogant, all gd are, back straight, chia elevated, certainty tothe set of his shoulders and 
psive strength in the relaxed ex of his fingers. He looks like he could be — must have been — a e 
Swordsman, but Hua Cheng cnt sense a blade on lm, 

nis sabbard, EMing wembles, 


Ha Cheng stil i with a thought and waits for dhe curious tro to approach him. He shoots exch of the A \ 


\Aiggised gods a stern tare then turns his focus othe disgraced one He ofa height with Hua Cheng’s 
those fem and when thelr ejes meet, Hua Cheng fees something sharp, yet ot quite pail, go 
though his ind. a4 
‘makes him pause and listen to what this god ha toy. 
“People are dying” the dlageaced god speaks, and stops there. 
As they do” says Hua Cheng slowly alter long moment of silence Inthe span of what would be a heartbeat — if he 
had on at alle thinks tha sensation earlier must have been a ick af his own making 
The disgraced god wears a sheepish expression, saying, “Well yes I meant wo say that they are dylng..wangly™ 


Dying wrongly? Hua Cheng doesnt know what wo make of his He could be ald to have died wrong, to have been Kept 
fut or Divs asa ghost However — “Thats unfortunate to heat hegardlss, hiss na widn the bounds of Use domain of 
(Cinnon Rain Sought Flower” 

The disgraced god presses on and elaborates, “The spirs who pas do not enter Diyy, but linger on the surface Nat 
quite on ghosts They areal in possession of thei memariea™ 


‘Ab, Hua Cheng docs not need Yin Yao potat out ov, yes, ths does fll within Uhe Bounds of his damn. 


Sil, there not much Hus Cheng can do about it fr hes only a ghost. 

He take a long look at the disgraced god, observes a his pleasant features warp infinitesimally inc something 
lnmpaient and recalls that strange not quite pain. He moves his hai oer his shoulder and quirks his ips inthe veneer of 
2 polte smile "Vou may speak tothe citizens of Ghost City” he says spl, and thea leads the queer group ofa disgraced 
{ged and who Hua Cheng suspects are wo martial gods inte his domain 

The investigation does not take long The no-name pubs closest to what may be the entrance tothe Ghost City ate the 
lukliesthspots of lst souls, wis oF without their memorien Hua Cheng pa’ tle attention to the startled look the 
‘gods spate he ghouls I beat to opotthe ney dead sttongst their groteaqueness, 


Hus Cheng does not interfere in ther questioning Bute docs keep an eye and an earn the gods and so he wines, 
une exact moment they speak to someone who does belong in Hus Cheng Cy only to gain mare questions 


1d die sid the soul with a name and a past, bu did't know Tdi, uni realised thatthe only people who could 
‘eat me werent people at all and that couldnt sleep — couldn’ dream. 


“That it the disgraced god's brow furrows, when they have reconvened aay fem dhe bustle of the night market 
that never waned, “that not what death nor undeath supposed tobe ike” 


[Na Hua Cheng privately agrees Hua Cheng ha always known he was dead, longer than he ha known that he was 
nee alive 


“1 suspect you shal fad answers in Diy” Hua Cheng ial says His mind spins and spins with the words ofthe soul 
is head aches. 


The disgraced god stares a hitn fra second thoughtfully then loks to his attendants. “To Diy, then” 


Thetr destination i ess than ene moon cycle away fem Hua Cheng’s Cy. Hua Cheng thinks of the wowering sols 
ln hisstudy, the busing of his eal che hollowness of his gatden —and then he thins of the peculiar knowing he had 
fete upon meeting the dagraced god's gaze 

After a ble word with Win Yi, Hua Cheng leaves dhe Ghost City and follows he disgrace god into dhe mortal realm 


“The dlagraced god's name i Xie Lian, 

Fora lng moment, Hua Cheng is slen after Xie Lian cells hin this Moat ghosts donot have tre nares cased aver 
torn chelsea living belngs and it are fr thowe wh da ta share them. Hua Cheng is naturally privy to his ghoul 
texting rue names given his position, Bu the asa) ia which Xie Lis offered points stark contrast against 
“Hua Cheng he'd narpedhimseand de Sun Lang he had fered in turn, 

Theres something unnerving abou calling someone by their name, however. so Hua Cheng smiles and asks if he can 
{just eall hen goge To his suprise — and private glee — Nie Lian’ eyes blow wide before he ad in easy acquiescence 

The familiar tile has Xie Lian’ two attendants bristling, and ics aly few more days of stumbling ater more 
‘wronglydead souls and mutual ignorance of unspoken idenites before Hua Cheng discovers that Xe Lian was once a 
Prince, true son of heaven, three over, Gage tastes beter on his tongue than dante or anything sir and Ne Lian 
oes seem to mind, oly ashes, so Hua Cheng persss i calling him this 


leis sense f familiarity that amplifies the peculiar sensation in Hua Cheng’ mind, and Hua Cheng wants more 


He doesn't understand what ts exatly about 7 4 
this ence prince that makes his fel hollow 35 td 
‘hough ne can oly be filled wit seraps of his 

tention of is story. Hua Cheng isa blank slate, 

‘ghost of no origin and no homme ut Xe Linn ad 

these and remembers them, and Hua Cheng wants so badly to know 
then for himell. 


Sill, there much Xe Lan can teach him He knows so much, Hua Cheng thinks, tle wistful sf 
be were to ak Xie Lian about the Nowers he can neither see nor find, Xie Ligh would know about them. 


‘he ena Diy cacti aches ep a he 
Perera prem ip linmoe en perme ete ere S 
ithe lnponsible darkness and tells Xe Lian, “Goge Tl say here x 


‘Xe Lian Took at he light froin his bo. 
He explains “Tam forbidden ftom entering Diya” 
‘ie Lian nods with dawning understanding, and calls his name, “San Lang” 
“Geye” Hua Cheng obediently epics 
‘ie Lian smiles beautifully, eyes cxnkling with his pleasure He sueiches a hand out to rest upon Hua 
Cheng’ face, thumb iting just below bis othere eye His ouch ie tendy and warm and falar — 


‘ou only th ete hee uch oa Hun Cog cart bl wy bo 
ie Xe Lan sel of the and tt ad Me "Be ged ad wa for me ¥ 


He swallows dawn a sound, "Ye, geue” 


two shadows are catapulted back onto the sutace, dhe scent af deals dispersing from ther as sunlight 
rashes therm aglow. 
“Vou have your answers?” Hua Cheng asks His voice i verso slightly Moarse fom his sustained silence, 


‘le Lian pees at hen from beneath his barnboo hat Something sil in his ees that Hus Cheng cannot 
len, buts gone before he ean blink And Hua Cheng forgets i's ever there because Ne Lian seiles a hm He 
burly even heats his reply, curious about why ther's aoa woven into the curve of Xie Lian’ ip, 


Hua Cheng isnt certain of how lang he waits there. But he is good, sanding sill until Xie Lian and his A 
H 


There was no return journey Bled with tales and prey smiles to Hus Cheng’s Ghost City The matter of the 
souls dying wrongly is an urgent mater, and Xie Lian had even seemed reluctant, when he said that he was needed 
seewbere iumediately 


‘And so, Nie Lian s gone, off meet with other gods in the Heavenly Court to discuss what e's learned in Diy, 


Meanwhile, Hua Cheng ss i his garden, drags his ngertips over his lowers’ elas, and wonders what the hallow 
sche the laging — nhs sul i fo, 


He Xuan ve, He does thie sometimes, when he wishes to escape the Heavenly Cour ar whatever tise doing 


He does nothing aid Hua Cheng or his subjects, merely sting in his citys pubs and restaurants and emptying ther 
tout of thei stock and Hua Cheng of his coin His accounts grow ata morbid rate with each meal, but He Xuan has never 
trthheld his gluttony even before His Cheng, 


‘Ofcourse, his lavish spending is not overseen by Hua Cheng without due recompense. In his pariculae vs, He Nan 
talks quietly about his sharp increase in distraught undead worshippers He keeps hs head down as he speaks inky hair 
falling over the able The smell of meat bod cannot conceal the briny ait he cartes about him 


“luis easy to distinguish theme says about the new worshippers “there isa strange odor to them. Moreover... they 
pray for thee soulmates, being for protection i Uney yet lve, for guidance they do nat” 


‘Soulmates Hua Chong had of course, heard this term before, but never from another ghost So hess in ponted 
silence until He Xuan clabories wit reluctance 


Every souls born connected 10 its pie But mates ofthe sul are not meant fr mortals vo comprehend, nt taly and 
se-one ca only meet thelr soulmate s they dream, 


“Anu everyone has them?" 
“Eyery human" He Xuan nods Then his blank gave meets Hua Cheng's 

Hua Cheng doesnot need hi ta say it aloud. Sulmates come in dreams But the dead do nat dream, 
“thu,” Hus Cheng says thoughufuly “you remember” 

He Xuan does not respond. Tht in ise, Hua Cheng knows, san answer 


‘Xe Lan returns wo Hua Cheng, but oaly fora moment His presence isl required inthe Heavenly Court and Hs 
(Cheng spice deliver murmurs ofa usa ia the Upper Heavens, Hua Cheng takes advantage of ths imediately, avin 
ie Lian fo hs garden 

Hua Cheng’ head hobs at te sight of Nie Lin standing amongst his lowers, and threads of suspicion that have been 
Spinning since his conversation with He Xuan hold fastin Uh web they have waven Unrough his insides 

Hua Cheng commits he image 10 memory so that he may paint i later His garden beautiful, Hua Cheng isaware 
is collection of lara i pint of pride, centuries in the maklag They are the perfect backdrop 16 this once prince, And 
etal Xie Lian does le give lta bret once-oer before he tums ad reaches for Hua Cheng, 


San Lang. says Xie Lian, cradling Hua Cheng’ face in the warmth of is roughened hands I have smhing to tell 
yur when fetuen Wal fore” 


Hus Cheng fel as though he has spent his entire undead fe and his enie Ife, waiting Sil he nods and eespo to 
‘le Lia's demand wih reverence and obedience and no hesitation "Yes, gee” 
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You 


‘To our contributors: we couldn't have done this without you Thank you 
for sharing your time and talent with us, and for making this project 
‘an absolute joy ta work on, Your camaraderie and passion has been 

invaluable this last year. 


“To you ending this we've so glad you plcked the zine up aswel Yue 

lesen Sep cal ogee edee hej ve ers 

‘contained here Don beste to look up or ontibtors on socal 
‘eta onippor them in futher endeavors 


‘With that, it's wrap! Thank you to all involved, once again, and we wish 
‘everyone the best as they continue to create. 


Sincerely, 
“The Daven of Spring Zine Mod Team. 


Out nod Team 


A MISHMASH ZINES PRODUCTION 


